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The British colonization makes Hong Kong a special cultural zone where both 
Western and Chinese traditions can be found. The cultural environment, in which 
both Western and Chinese festivals are celebrated, may give people a complicated 
sense ofcultural identity, and this complexity is expressed in the ways in which Hong 
Kong people celebrate festivals. While people celebrate festivals, they also 
culturally construct festivals, and they also culturally construct themselves. 
f f 
This research attempts to find out the implication of festival construction on the 
construction of cultural identity in a cosmopolis，through investigating the private and 
public construction of two festivals — Lunar New Year and Christmas in Hong Kong. 
� 
Using archival research, participant observation, media analysis, and ethnographic 
interviews, this research seeks to (1) assess the dialectic relationship of individuals 
and institutions in the construction of festivals, and (2) find out how people constitute 
their identities from the celebration of festivals. The research seek to advance a 
better understanding of the private and public meaning of festivals, and of the 
relationship between festivals and the construction of cultural identity in 
contemporary Hong Kong in its period of return to Chinese rule. 
iv 
Chapter 1 Introduction 
1. Research Problem 
The aim of this research is to explore the meaning offestivals in a 
cosmopolis^ where different cultures coexist, and to examine how people in Hong 
Kong constitute their identity through festivals. I do this by investigating the 
individual and public construction of Christmas and the Lunar New Year, the two 
most important holidays in Hong Kong, representing different cultural traditions, 
t> 
those ofChina and the ChristianWest. This study looks at how Christmas and the 
Lunar New Year are constructed in Hong Kong, by investigating the interaction of 
private behavior and public manipulation of symbols. Through this endeavor, I 
seek to understand the dialectical construction of these two festivals as well as the � 
cultural identity constitution ofHong Kong residents through participation and 
celebration for these two festivals. 
I have chosen Hong Kong as my field site not only because I live in Hong 
Kong, but also due to its cultural heterogeneity and absence o f a singular national 
identity. A British colony since the early 1840s, Hong Kong has been shaped as a 
region where "East meets West": cultural products and practices from both Western 
and Chinese traditions can be found in Hong Kong, and no single tradition can be 
claimed to be representative ofHong Kong. The culture ofHong Kong, even the 
identity ofi ts residents, is continually under negotiation between "Chineseness" 
and "Westerness". In this thesis, I explore how the construction offestivals take 
place through such negotiation. I will focus on the behaviors and opinions of 
1 "Cosmopolis" here means an international city with wide experience ofthe world. 
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individuals, as well as the institutions surrounding, and mass media coverage of 
Christmas and the Lunar New Year. By studying how individuals interact with each 
other to create these festivals, and how larger public bodies interpret the meaning of 
these festivals, we can come to a better understanding of the complex two-fold 
nature of these public festivals and the dialectic at work in their construction. 
Individuals are influenced by the commercial institutions, so as to enjoy these 
festivals, but individuals create these festivals, too. 
II 
Festivals are a common cultural phenomenon in human societies. They are 
f f 
not something natural but a human product. Festivals, by Victor Turner's 
definition, are marked as memorial time for the origin and survival of the group or 
historical event that affirm the solidarity of the group (Tumer 1982). Festivals 
% 
encompass celebration and holidays when people can be refreshed from ordinary 
work. A festival celebrated by a certain population may be meaningless to another 
group. For instance, Christmas is meaningful to Christians but not for most 
Buddhists. Moreover, different groups may get extremely different meanings from 
the same festival. Christians and Jews have differing reactions to Christmas might 
be an example. It is clear that the performances and meanings of a certain festival 
may vary from culture to culture. Thus, festivals as well as their celebration can -
serves as a window for understanding the culture they belong to. 
In the 20th century, festivals of different cultures are celebrated by the 
community as a result of cultural contacts. Cosmopolises, where different cultural 
practices can be found, increase in number along with the development of 
information technology. As one example of such a cosmopolis, Hong Kong gives 
2 
us hints to understand the trend of culture of the whole world. Hong Kong is a 
cultural cross-road. Since the Opium War, Hong Kong has been under negotiation 
between Chinese and British cultures. Under the influence of commercial sectors, 
more and more cultural practices from various countries have been introduced. 
What are the cultural meanings and implications behind the construction of 
festivals within Hong Kong? This question is what I pursue in this study. 
In complex societies, the state plays an important role in the construction of 
1» 
festivals by establishing holiday and organizing public activities. The state controls 
fT 
people and their celebrations of festivals. Festivals are clearly a means by which the 
state provides citizens with free time and public activities for pleasure and 
enjoyment. For example, Thanksgiving in America was promoted as a festival for 
� 
the nation. In 1795, Governor John Jay o fNew York proclaimed Thanksgiving Day 
a regular state holiday. Later, editor Sarah Josepha Hale expanded this idea in 1857. 
Using the magazines she edited, Sarah Joseph Hale promoted Thanksgiving as a 
national day, and as a bridge between home and the nation (Restad 1995: 93-95). 
However, the constitution ofholidays is not a one-way process; it involves the 
negotiation between the state and the citizens. But the case is curious in Hong 
Kong, since holidays on Hong Kong calendar cover both Western and Chinese 
festivals. Moreover, the Hong Kong government actively organized public 
activities for the festivals ofboth Western and Chinese traditions. How has 
colonialism shaped festival enjoyment in Hong Kong? How do Hong Kong 
residents regard these different festivals in the light ofhistory and the power 
inequality in history? Furthermore, after July 1, 1997 the sovereignty ofHong 
3 
Kong has changed from British government to the People's Republic of China. 
Citizens in Hong Kong are encouraged by the government of this 'special 
administrative region，to build their national identity, as Chinese instead of 
Hongkongese. In this transition period, how are these festivals understood by the 
people and how will they continue to be shaped by the government ofHong Kong? 
All these are questions I will investigate in this thesis. 
i> 
2. Anthropological Background of Festivals 
/r 
Festivals are one of the major topics of interest among anthropologists. For 
festivals are a part of culture and also one of the important ways of socialization. 
Novices acquire cultural knowledge while learning the celebration of festivals and 
become members of the culture through participating in the celebration. 
In the anthropological investigation of festivals, there are two key points of 
study: one is the symbolic meaning of the rituals done and objects used during 
festivals and the other is the the relation of cultural identity and festivals. The 
rituals, as well as the festive objects, are the observable elements of the festivals. 
Every rituals done and the festive objects used are believed to have symbolic 
meaning embedded. Besides the static analysis of rituals and objects, there is 
analysis of the relationship between cultural identity and festivals. The cultural 
identity of the participants, or the identity as a member of the culture, is shown, 
implicitly, during the celebration of the festivals. 
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On Rituals 
Festivals perpetuate only when they are celebrated. Without people's 
celebration, the meaning of the festival and also the festival itself will gradually 
fade away. "To celebrate is to perform ritual publicly and formally" (Turner 1982: 
201). Ritual, to festivals, is an essential element. 
In the anthropological works on festivals in Hong Kong, the most 
commonly used approach has been symbolic analysis. Detailed descriptions of 
“ 
ritual and myth as well as symbolic meanings of practices and material used during 
y 
the performance are the main component of these analyses. Chinese Temple 
Festivals (1983) by Ralph P. Modder and Dragon Boat Festival in Hong Kong 
(1985) edited by Yoshiro Shiratori are examples of this kind of analysis. 
* 
Besides this, there are other approaches to festival analysis but none of them 
have been applied on the works of festivals in Hong Kong. One is the functional 
approach. Kluckhohn in his work, "Myths and Rituals: A General Theory" (1942) 
concludes that ritual is a means for individuals to release emotion and resolve 
psychological conflict. And in The Elementary Forms of Religion in Primitive 
Society (1961), Durhkeim concludes that rituals have the function ofcreating social 
solidarity. . 
Another school is structural analysis of ritual in terms of process based on 
Arnold van Gennep's The Rites of Passage (1961). He distinguished three major 
phases of ritual: separation, transition, and incorporation. In the 1970，s，Victor 
Turner (1974) extended and elaborated the views of van Gennep, particularly with 
reference to the analysis of the transition phase as liminality. Tumer introduces the 
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concept oianti-structure as a nature of the liminal state. This concept expresses 
that what people do in rituals is different from, or even opposite to, what they do in 
daily life. 
In my view, festivals cannot be viewed simply as a way of creating social 
unity, as old-style structural-functionalists, such as Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown 
would have us believe. In fact, people create festivals as well as being created by 
them. From festivals, people draw their own meanings as to who they are and what 
It 
they are doing in festivals. Various forms of celebration for festivals may connote 
f f 
very different meanings for the participants, and affect the construction oftheir 
identity. Therefore, it is possible to understand cultural identity through examining 
the constitution of festivals. The construction of festivals is an issue ofcultural 
% 
identity because cultural identity is directly expressed in how people publicly gather 
to proclaim their festivals. 
On Cultural Identity 
In the 1990's, scholars began to analyze ritual in a broader way than they 
previously had. They did not treat ritual as an isolated entity, but considered its 
meaning in a historical context. Although rituals are frequently repeated, their 
original meaning may be lost or changed. The concept of"invention oftradition" 
by Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) examines the relationship between invented 
tradition and cultural identity. Festival may be a kind of invented tradition, acting 
as a means for identity recognition. Through participating in the celebration of 
certain festivals, people identify themselves as members ofacertain group. Such 
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process repeated again and again in the lives of the members, may have long-lasting 
effects because the invention of tradition had been internalized. In Rituals of Rule, 
Rituals of Resistance (1994)，Beezley and other writers illustrates how different 
groups of people in Mexico use their own festivals and public rituals to construct 
consent. 
Despite this change, ritual analysis is still generally confined to the 
collective construction of rituals. This research attempts to fmd out how 
It 
individuals construct and are constructed by Christmas and the Lunar New Year in 
产 
Hong Kong. As the contact between cultures increases, few societies have only one 
form of moral principle or culture. Most cities in the world have developed into 
cosmopolises, where different cultures coexist together. Apparently, the culture of 
different countries becomes more and more alike. The observable cultural practices 
and materials are no longer the ground for the recognition of cultural identity but 
invented as tradition in part for the purpose of touristic attraction. 
Instead of observable cultural practices and products, people's 
consciousness of their cultural identity becomes the crucial factor in the 
construction of cultural identity. Such consciousness can be traced to their 
production and reproduction of cultural practices. The celebration of festivals gives 
the occasion for people to create and reinforce their cultural identity. 
Nowadays, there are many cultural choices provided for the citizens in Hong 
Kong. People's choices are a result of the interaction between collective and 
individual construction. Also, the construction of festival, is a process ofidentity 
searching and strengthening. The diverse meaning of festivals from different 
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cultural traditions the people belong to is related to their creation of and recognition 
of identity. 
3. Theoretical Framework 
On Hong Kong 
Works on festivals in Hong Kong have mainly focused on the rituals done in 
Chinese festivals. To Western scholars, Hong Kong has been one ofthe centers of 
u 
Chinese traditionalism, especially in festival traditions. According to Joan Law and 
f f 
Barbara E. Ward's Chinese Festivals in Hong Kong (1982)，this is the result of the 
special position ofHong Kong. In the Hong Kong of the 1980's, it was possible to 
observe the celebration of festivals similar to those which took place in Canton 
% 
Province in the 1860s (Ward 1982: 13). During the Cultural Revolution in the 
People's Republic of China (PRC), all spectacular festival activities were virtually 
forbidden by the Communist Party; in Hong Kong, they were not forbidden. At that 
time, Hong Kong was one of the few arenas open for Westerners who were 
interested in Chinese festival traditions. Although festival activities are allowed, 
even organized, by local government in different provinces in today's PRC, Hong 
Kong is still an heir of Chinese culture for its continual heritage ofChinese festival 
traditions, something that has been partly lost in the PRC. 
In today's Hong Kong, consumerism is significant in the construction of 
• festivals. Shopping becomes an important activity in festivals. Also, consumerism 
helps a lot on the promotion of cultural diversity in Hong Kong. Cultures from 
different traditions are introduced to consumers, in order to stimulate sales. Under 
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the influence of consumerism, Hong Kong is being shaped as a cosmopolis where 
different cultural products and practices are accessible. Because of 
deterritorialization, money, commodities and people are chasing each other around 
the world. However, it does not mean that the world is homogenizing. As 
Appadurai points out, global interaction involves both homogenization and 
heterogenization (Appadurai 1990). Because people are in part autonomous beings, 
they can choose their preference, to a degree, from the different traditions provided 
“ 
(Chatterjee 1993). This is also true in the construction of festival. Festivals are not 
r 
something homogeneous to the public. They are a compound composed ofmany 
elements, or from different cultural traditions. Sometimes, these elements may be 
in conflict. However, people accept these elements and extract parts of them 
% 
according to the situation. Some of these elements are even conflicting. What 
people do is to construct a picture of festival in harmony, as an ideal or what they 
think is proper. For example, a Chinese with radical nationalistic mind, might 
attend the midnight mass silently at Christmas Eve. It is because attending 
midnight mass is thought as a proper behaviour for Christmas and this behavior is 
categorized as a cultural activity, rather than a political issue. That is, people's 
behaviour and proper discourse, depend on the situation. This concept can be 
understood by Erving Goffman's "performances" (1959). 
According to Goffman, everyone offers performances continuously. These 
performances change, depending on the actor's role, the audience's expectation, 
and the actor's setting (1959: 17-30). The requested behavior, with respect to the 
performances, is in accordance with social convention and norms. Such rules and 
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regulations are internalized by the continuous practice of the performances. As 
social beings, people cannot escape from social pressures. However, they still have 
certain levels of freedom to make cultural choices. 
The relationship between cultural choice and social pressure is similar to 
Pierre Bourdieu's concern with the relationship between 'subjective hopes' and 
'objective chances'(Jenkins 1992: 27). The strength of the individual and the 
society are different: people's practices are a result of individuals' will working 
1» 
within the constraints of society. . 
f f 
Both Chinese and Westem traditions are celebrated in Hong Kong, as a 
result o f l 5 0 years ofBritish colonization in Hong Kong. People to some degree 
can do whatever they want; they have the freedom to choose as they wish, and 
% 
combine practices from different cultural traditions. However, they must do this 
within the constraints of the structure provided. Moreover, there is severe social 
pressure for one to behave as others expect. Such dialectic construction of festival 
is the main focus of this thesis. 
On Festivals 
‘ By definition, festivals are recognized as special occasions, encompassing 
memorial meaning, public enjoyment, and ceremonies or ritual performances. 
Although festivals are recognized as a special occasion, they are celebrated 
• repeatedly. Festivals are special in comparison to daily life. However, in the 
history ofhuman societies, festivals are a common and ordinary things. They are a 
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part ofordinary life, because people experience these occasions from time to time, 
and do the related practices again and again. 
Although festivals and public sentiment have an interdependent 
relationship, it does not mean that they remain unchanged through the passage of 
time. Both festivals and public sentiment will change with the influence of other ’ 
social systems. Moreover, the change of public sentiment is inevitable, given the 
shift of individuals from generation to generation. 
1» 
People may have different sentiments to festivals created at different times. 
f f 
The intensity of people's sentiments may directly relate to the historical background 
o f the festivals. Therefore, I divide festivals into three categories based on their 
origin: historical, introduced, and created. They are not an absolute division, but 
% 
relative terms compared to each other, in reference to a certain community，at a 
certain time. Historical festivals are festivals with long tradition and history. The 
exact origin of the festival cannot be traced. People accept this kind offestival as 
part of their tradition. The Chinese New Year in Hong Kong is one such example. 
Introduced festivals are festivals from another culture. Members o f the community 
may not recognize it as the status quo, even if the festival is made official by the 
government. For instance, Christmas is a festival that was introduced to Hong 
Kong, by its British colonizers. Created festivals are intentionally established by 
the community, and usually have a short history. They are unique to the 
community. The original significance of the created festival is understood by the 
community. In Hong Kong, Liberation Day is a created festival; it was created for 
the purpose of celebrating the defeat of Japan. The categorization pf a certain 
11 
festival changes over time. With the passage of time, introduced and created 
festivals may fall into the historical category. People gradually forget a given 
festival's origin and assume the festivals belong to their community's tradition. 
Although the meaning of festival is publicly constructed by mass media and 
other social institutions, people also have their individual construction of the 
festival. People choose either consciously or subconsciously to emphasize parts of 
the festival and deemphasize other parts in their minds. The construction offestival 
I* 
by individuals also differs according to the situation ~ an individual's construction 
f f 
may vary depending on his or her social environment. For example, an individual 
may stress the sacred nature of Christmas in church, but celebrate it as a carnival 
when eating and drinking with his friends and colleagues in a party. 
% 
The construction of festival by individuals is of course heavily influenced by 
the promotion of institutions, such as the mass media and the business sectors. The 
interaction between individuals and institutions does not happen at one time. It is a 
process developing from one generation to the next. This interacting process can be 
understood through the concept of"the social construction of reality" which is 
proposed by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann in the 1960's. They outline the 
relationship between society and individuals: "Society is a human product.-Society 
is an objective reality. Man is a social product" (Berger and Luckmannl967: 61). 
In this sense, society is a system. This system is powerfully constraining, and can be 
constructed and reconstructed through human actions and interactions. Take the 
international festival of Christmas as an example. Since its creation, it has been 
continually changing. The present celebration of Christmas is different from its 
12 
celebration a century ago. In a century ago, Christmas celebration in Hong Kong 
was not popular. Mainly Westerners in Hong Kong celebrated this festival. At that 
time, Christmas celebration was quite simple: going church,joining caroling group, 
having turkey dinner and sending cards to friends. However, in today's Hong Kong, 
Christmas celebration is popular and more extended. People have more choices on 
Christmas celebration: going church or parties,joining caroling group or going to 
sing karaoke with friends, having turkey dinner or dinner in different styles, such as 
u 
American, Italian, Thai food. The celebration is not a fixed entity. Rather, it is in a 
f f 
syncretic form (Miller 1993). This phenomenon is not only occurred in Hong 
Kong, but also in other places. Each of the rituals done in Christmas has a different 
origin and meaning. As a result of colonialism and promotion by the business 
% 
sector, these rituals merge to form today's construction of Christmas. 
Individuals are the most important agent for the construction offestivals. 
Not only are they affected by society, but they also have their own free will to 
choose how to act. Individuals, as knowledgeable agents, have the right to accept or 
reject what the mass media promotes, and have the choice to change the meaning of 
the festival. If"society gave a festival, but nobody came," the festival could not 
exist. The meaning of the same festival may have great variety among individuals, 
partly in that the community is no longer homogeneous. The Chinese immigrants in 
Louisiana, for example, use the celebration of the Chinese New Year to gain social 
solidarity and identity recognition. Nonetheless, the Chinese New Year is only a 
work of art to the non-Chinese Americans because of the fireworks display (Illar 
1993). Clearly, the interpretation of festival is particularly variable in a cosmopolis. 
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The differences between individuals may be even more than between cultures, even 
within the same group. To find out the popular meaning of festivals for individuals 
is one of the focuses of this research. 
Festival, as a cultural product, change with historical and cross-cultural 
influences. The construction of festivals is a channel for us to understand the 
culture of a certain region because things that the members ofthe culture are most 
concerned with will be incorporated into the festivals as the essential elements of 
I* 
celebration behavior. In the chapters that follow, I will identify the elements and 
f f 
variables of festival construction through the investigation ofthe individual and 
public construction of festival in Hong Kong today with a focus on the Lunar New 
Year and Christmas. 
� 
4. Methodology 
This research employs participant observation and ethnographic interviews, 
written materials and news reports as sources of data on the Lunar New Year and 
Christmas in Hong Kong. 
Participant Observation and Ethnographic Interviews 
Since my field site is Hong Kong, where I live, everyone around me is a 
potential informant for this research. My initial informants were people I know. 
From them, I could get an idea of what they are doing during Christmas and Lunar 
New Year. However, I also interviewed people I did not know. By interviewing 
these people, I could collect data from people ofdifferent backgrounds. 
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I have interviewed thirty primary informants, and eighty people were 
interviewed more briefly. The questions I asked were as follows: 
1. In your opinion, what is Christmas / Lunar New Year? 
2. How and when did you learn about Christmas / Lunar New Year? 
3. How would you describe the differences between past and present Christmas / Lunar 
New Year? 
4. What did you do in Christmas / Lunar New Year? 
5. Why did you choose such things to do on Christmas / Lunar New Year? 
6. As a Chinese, why did you celebrate Christmas? 
1« 
7. Ifthere were no public holidays, do you think you would celebrate Christmas / Lunar 
New Year? “ 
8. Which festival, Christmas or Lunar New Year, do you like most? Why? 
9. Do you think there will be any change on celebration ofChristmas after 1997 in Hong 
Kong? 
% 
During the festival period, I used the method of participant observation to 
observe people's behaviour in both the private and public domains. In the private 
domain, home visits were held before and during the festivals to leam how different 
members of the household prepare for the festival. In total, I visited ten households 
during Christmas and the Lunar New Year. My goal was to observe how different 
households celebrated each festival, and then, to compare how each family 
celebrates each holiday. ‘ 
In the public domain, I participated and observed the collective activities 
held for the festivals. For Christmas, Ijoined a caroling group which visited a 
hospital in Kwai Fong on December 20, 1996. Another day, I went to Tsimshatsui 
and Central to observe the lights and the people. On Christmas Eve, I attended the 
midnight mass in Tai Po. On the night of Christmas Day, my mother and I went to 
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the gathering of a local Chinese religious community in Yuen Long for a vegetarian 
meal. In addition, I attended a party hosted by the student association on December 
27，1996. For the Lunar New Year, I went to the flower market in Mongkok on 
New Year's Eve, and attended the fireworks display in Tsimshatsui on the day after 
New Year's Day. 
While doing participant observation, I also conducted interviews. In such 
settings, the targets for an interview were the participants in the above mentioned 
1» 
public activities. Because of the limitations of the settings, long interviews were 
产 
unsuitable; therefore short interviews were employed. In addition, I also wrote 
down the conversation between participants relating to Christmas and the Lunar 
New Year. Through such methods, I can observe the public symbols used for the 
% 
festivals and the behavior and interaction between individuals. Also, from the data, 
I can analyse the image of public festivals and individual's construction offestivals. 
Written Materials and News Collecting: 
I also collected articles from newspapers andjournals regarding the 
celebration of Christmas and the Lunar New Year in Hong Kong. Historical data 
was mainly collected from one English newspaper, The Hong Kong Standard from 
the 1960s onward, and one Chinese newspaper, Sing Tao Jih Pao from the 1970s 
onward. From the newspapers, construction of festivals by people in history can be 
understood. Such construction included both the public's behavior with regard to 
their perception of the festival, and the ideal construction ofthe festival by 
reporters. These data are valuable for understanding the festivals in the past. They 
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are the precedent set for today's festivals. In addition to historical data, I also 
collected current news from the mass media, including newspapers, magazines, 
news report on television and radio. One month before each festival, I began 
collecting the articles in the newspapers and magazines. I focused on local Chinese 
newspapers and magazines, including Ming Pao’ Sing Tao Daily, Next Magazine 
and Eastweek. The earliest released and most extensive festival-related texts are 
advertisement ofhotels and restaurants for promotion of Christmas buffet and 
1» 
holidays. Next are the advertisements of shopping malls with artistic shows during 
fT 
Christmas. They are important carriers of cultural messages and agents in the 
construction of the festival. Injuxtaposition to this data, changes in festival 
construction along with social change were investigated. 
� 
5. Organization of the Thesis 
After discussing the research problem and anthropological background of 
my research in Chapter One, Chapter Two of this thesis describes the history of 
Christmas and the Lunar New Year in Hong Kong. Present day presentation of 
festivals are not the same as that in the past, but are the result ofthe accumulation of 
the past presentations. Interaction between past presentation and social change was 
essential for the construction of festivals today. From history, the changes of 
construction of these festivals is evident. I also discuss the influence of the Hong 
Kong government, the business sectors, and the mass media on the construction of 
these festivals. 
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Chapter Three discusses both public and private construction ofChristmas 
in Hong Kong. In this chapter, I state the public symbols and activities, in the past 
as well as in the present, used for Christmas. Also, the influence ofmass media and 
business sectors on the construction of Christmas is discussed. I also explain the 
cultural meaning of this festival through two categories: the commercialization of 
Christmas and social relations in Christmas. Then I explain the westem attribute of 
Christmas and the dialectics of constructing Christmas in Hong Kong. 
it 
In Chapter Four, celebration and detailed rituals done for Lunar New Year 
产 
are discussed. Also, the meaning underlying the festival, in the arena offamily and 
community is explored. Then, I explain how the festival is reconstructed by 
discarding traditions, creating traditions and adding traditions from different ethnic 
% 
groups. In the last part of this chapter, I discuss what how the construction ofLunar 
New Year means for Hong Kong's heritage of Chinese culture. 
In the concluding chapter, I compare the construction of Christmas and the 
Lunar New Year to explore the processes of constructing cultural identity through 
festival celebration. I also discuss the meaning of festivals in terms ofidentity 
construction in the globalizing world. 
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Chapter 2 Historical Background 
Christmas and Lunar New Year, the two most popular festivals in Hong 
Kong, are celebrated in various ways. Construction of Christmas and Lunar New 
Year now is not as it was in the past, but is a result of the accumulation ofthe past 
construction and also the influence of the political economy ofHong Kong. To 
better understand why Christmas and the Lunar New Year in Hong Kong today are 
so popular, it is necessary to look back at the history of these two festivals. 
i> 
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1. From Ethnic Conflict to Cultural Borrowing - Christmas in Hong Kong 
In Hong Kong, Christmas is not a locally created festival, but one introduced 
during British colonization. It was marked as a Western festival, with various � 
traditions and practices brought from the West,.such as telling the story of Santa 
Claus, building snowmen, decorating Christmas trees, sending Christmas cards, 
caroling, eating turkey dinner, and celebrating snow on the ground. The cultural 
traditions of these various Christmas practices were not known by the Hong Kong 
public. Rather, they appeared in Hong Kong as a synthesis. 
After Hong Kong was taken over by Great Britain in 1841, Christmas was 
introduced along with other westem traditions and practices. Christmas as well as 
other public holidays were celebrated by the British colonial officials and 
Westerners, especially the European Christians. The first Christmas in Hong Kong 
in 1841 was quite different from today. "The celebrations were simple and spartan 
because the Colony was still in its infancy and many of the traditional Christmas 
trappings were unobtainable" (Sum 1973). "There were no brightly lit shops 
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packed with life's luxuries. There were no overseas trained hair-dressers to fashion 
styles for party-goers" (Chan 1977). In addition, there were no churches in which to 
hold Christmas services: "At that time the few missionary settlers, or western 
artists had to travel to Macao where church services were available" (Chan 1977). 
Most of the British and European Christians celebrated Christmas in their own 
homes with their friends. Public celebrations of Christmas in Hong Kong at that 
time were not at all common because "only a very small portion of the Colony's 
“ 
inhabitants actually embraced the Christian religion." (Sum 1973). Most of the 
f f 
Chinese had not heard of Christianity or, if they had, were not interested in 
embracing it. 
In the late nineteenth century to early twentieth century, more Chinese in 
Hong Kong knew of Christmas, as they associated it with the charity work done 
with the local Chinese community by the missionaries in Hong Kong. Since the 
1850s, the churches established schools for children, for Europeans, Chinese and 
children of mixed race (Smith 1995:281). All these children leamed together in the 
class. In such an environment of internationalism and cosmopolitanism, Chinese 
children leamed customs of the Westerners, including Christmas. "In the 1930s the 
Roman Catholic Bishop Valtora and the Anglican Bishop R. 0 . Hall drew public 
attention to the poor and neglected in the community, and proposed and sponsored 
various projects to alleviate their problems. Such projects included building model 
housing for the poor, and a Street Sleepers Association" (Smith 1995: 303). 
Because the missionaries provided social welfare and relieffor many of the poor, 
lower class Chinese, there was a high level ofinteraction between Chinese residents 
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and the churches in Hong Kong. With the holding of mass on Christmas Eve by the 
church and other celebration held by the missionaries, Chinese began to learn about 
Christmas. Then, Chinese only knew that Christmas was a Westem religious 
festival，a memorial day for the birth of Jesus Christ. Yet, although more Chinese 
knew about Christmas, Hong Kong Chinese still seldom celebrated it. In my view, 
this may be due to two reasons. One is that Chinese did not identify with Christmas 
as being one of their own festivals. Most of the Chinese did not believe in 
1» 
Christianity and had no initiative for celebrating Christmas. Another is that their 
f f 
economic environment did not support the consumption associated with Christmas. 
At that time，most Chinese were very poor and they had to fight for a living. Even if 
they had money, they would save it up for the coming Lunar New Year, which was 
% 
an important festival among Chinese, rather than spend on Christmas. For Chinese 
in Hong Kong during most of its history, Lunar New Year was a great festival 
compared to Christmas, which was a festival with lesser importance. But for 
Europeans in Hong Kong, Christmas was still important at this time. 
In Hong Kong's history, Christmas was not necessarily always a peaceful 
festival. The first violent Christmas occurred in 1941，the day upon which Japan 
invaded Hong Kong. During the war, people were killed and families dispersed. 
Under Japanese occupation, British armed forces were captured and held in 
internment camps, and civilians were arrested in Stanley Camp. Life in Hong Kong 
was thrown into chaos that Cameron observed, "the victors completely failed to 
administer the Colony in any rational way. Their answer to food and other 
shortages was to deport a million of the population. They failed even to get the 
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basic utilities such as water and electricity running in a reasonable manner" 
(Cameron 1978: 170). As the basic needs ofliving could not be satisfied, people 
were not in a festive mood, and therefore, not eager to celebrate Christmas. 
Moreover, Christmas was a festival introduced by the British colonizers, and 
therefore was not promoted by the Japanese in Hong Kong during the occupation. 
The Chinese in Hong Kong only began to concern themselves with 
Christmas in the 1960s, after recovering from the ruin ofWorld War II，while the 
tt 
society was developing economically. Christmas, at that time, was shaped as a 
festival for love and giving. The Catholic Bishop o fHong Kong, L. Bianchi, in 
1962，s Christmas message stressed the unity and charity among men, and asked 
people to "find a way of adding to the happiness oftheir fellow-citizens." ( B i a n c h i � 
Dec. 15, 1962). Activities were organized for the children in orphanages 
throughout Hong Kong {Hong Kong Standard Dec. 18，1963; Dec. 21, 1963). 
Underprivileged children and needy adults, who had been overlooked throughout 
the Colony and its outlying islands, were given gifts from donation drives organized 
by Catholics {Hong Kong Standard Dec. 24, 1963). "There have been parties for 
children, parties for the blind, parties for the sick and parties for the under-
privileged" (HongKongStandardTiQQ. 23,1964). "Parties, private and nigKt clubs, 
church services, caroling and bell ringing all combine into one big welcome for 
Christmas" {Hong KongStandardT>Qc. 25, 1964). 
As the economy grew during the 1960s due to industrialization (Jacob 1996: 
54)，celebration for Christmas no longer focused only on charity. People went to 
parites and night clubs and celebrated the festival as a camival. The religious 
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meaning ofChristmas was less proclaimed. People focused on their enjoyment for 
Christmas rather than doing favor to other people. Church leaders in 1963 criticized 
that people "forgot the true meaning of Christmas and used it as an excuse for a 
drunken brawl" {Hong Kong Standard Jan. 1，1963). However, in the same article, 
a Methodist minister commented, "it is very hard to judge in a city like Hongkong 
where 90 per cent of the population do not follow the Christian faith" {Hong Kong 
Standard Jan. 1，1963). From this comment, we can trace that not only Westerners 
•« 
in Hong Kong celebrated Christmas in the 1960s，but also Chinese. Night-clubs , 
and restaurants were full of people, even until late into the night on Christmas Eve. 
Public transportation, including ferries, buses, and the peak tram, extended services 
for those Christmas revelers (Hong Kong Standard Dec. 24, 1963). � 
In 1966，Christmas lights were put up in the Central district, which were 
paid for by the building owners {Hong Kong Standard Dec. 13，1966). Today, the 
Christmas lights which can be seen in Central and Tsimshatsui are hallmarks o f the 
coming ofChristmas in Hong Kong. Not all Hong Kong residents however were 
able to enjoy the lights in the 1960s, because public transportation was not so well 
developed. Travelling between Hong Kong Island, Kowloon and the New 
Territories was uncommon. Besides, the construction ofChristmas as a holiday on 
Hong Kong Island was quite different from that in the New Territories. Celebration 
for Christmas in the New Territories was rare. At that time, Hong Kong Island was 
urbanized while the influence of the government on the New Territories was still 
limited. The influence ofWestem culture, including Christmas, on the New 
Territories was less than elsewhere in Hong Kong. 
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The lights ofdecoration Hong Kong as a Christmas program did not become 
popular until the early 1980s. The opening of the Mass Transit Railway system 
made it possible for people from the New Territories and Kowloon to reach Hong 
Kong Island easily (Yau 1982). Such a development o f the public transportation 
system helped create a festive atmosphere at Christmas, making it easier for people 
to gather publicly to enjoy the lights. 
The economic development in Hong Kong greatly influenced the dispersion 
u 
of the Christmas spirit. In the early 1970s, more people celebrated Christmas 
f f 
because of the growing economy ofHong Kong. "The growing economy as well as 
the cold weather caused the increase in sales ofal l kinds ofcommodities before 
Christmas." {Sing Tao Jih Pao Dec. 23,1975). People had more purchasing p o w e r , � 
and therefore could spend more money on Christmas commodities. "Sale ofturkey 
increased, new Christmas commodities from Europe and America were 
welcomed." [Sing Tao Jih Pao Dec. 25, 1975). Within the two decades from the 
1970s to the 1990s, Christmas was intensely commercialized. Commercial sectors 
encouraged consumption for the Christmas holiday ofvarious foods, clothing, and 
gifts，through continuous advertisements on television, in magazines, newspapers, 
and radio broadcasts. • 
Just when Christmas increasingly became accepted by Hong Kong Chinese, 
a Christmas disturbance occurred in 1981. A riot was caused in Central by 
youngsters who were secondary students from private schools. In the riot, many 
Westerners were beaten up. The reason of the riot was unclear, but the most reliable 
account is that the riot was caused by an accident in which someone had been hit by 
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a car, but the driver did not stop the car after the accident. The crowd then chased 
the car and stopped it. However, the police came and let the car leave, and the 
crowd became angry about the unfairness. The surrounding crowd was then 
aroused to attack cars. Then, they began to attack Westerners, focusing on those 
returning from parties. The youngsters beat the Westerners and tumed their cars 
over. This riot shows the hostile attitude of Chinese in Hong Kong towards 
Westerners on that time. The report did not tell whether the driver who struck a 
1» 
pedestrian was a Westerner or not, but clearly the driver was rich because at that 
r 
time having a car was uncommon and a symbol of wealth. In any case, however, 
people expressed their hostility to Westerners as a result of the social inequality 
between Westerners and Chinese. After the riot, several students of the Chinese 
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University ofHong Kong did research on the incident and wrote a report as follows: 
In 1980，there was nine percent increase in the gross productivity o f H o n g Kong, but 
money was kept in the pockets oflarger business bodies; the discrepancy between wealthy 
and poor was great. Rolls Royce and public buses were too different. Youngsters of the 
new generation lived long in the environment of inequality, their mood of dissatisfaction 
exploded when there was a chance. It was not enough to express their anger by destroying 
the most expensive cars; the Westerners in Hong Kong were inseparable from wealth and 
power, thus they were recognized to be attacked. Provoking Westerners was also the 
easiest behaviour to arouse the resonance of the spectators" (Yau 1982: 56). 
Although Chinese were not as poor as in the past, the social discrepancy between 
Westerners and Chinese was still great. Westerners still occupied the upper classes, 
whereas most Chinese remained in the lower classes. 
In addition, the youngsters were at a disadvantage in the westem 
compulsory education policy established in 1978 because they possessed little or no 
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English language ability. "Hong Kong's education is absolutely cruel, that forces 
people to speak in English.", a youngster said in an interview after the riot {The 
Seventies Feb. 1982: 53). To protest this unequal situation, Westerners in Hong 
Kong were the focus of attacks by Chinese because they continued to control the 
majority of Hong Kong's wealth and influential positions. 
In the late twentieth century, Christmas has been reconstructed in Hong 
Kong as a festival for gathering and feasting. All the advertisements on television 
M 
create ajoyful and crowded sense of the Christmas celebration. The discjockeys in 
f f 
radio broadcasts encourage people to go out with friends, since being alone at home 
for Christmas is considered to be undesirable. Going to parties, exchanging gifts, 
attending Christmas buffets and sending Christmas cards are promoted as essential 
� 
elements for the construction of a "true and meaningful" Christmas. Consumption 
is now the main Christmas entertainment. A month before Christmas, shops begin 
lowering their prices to attract customers. Recruitment posters for part-time 
workers are posted outside shops asking for workers to cover the midnight hours of 
Christmas Eve, when they prolong their working hours so that customers may buy 
last minute items. On Christmas moming, shops reopen to let people buy gifts for 
their parties at night. Some shops even open overnight for the night revelers, such 
as McDonalds. Hotels and restaurants provide Christmas buffets with special 
European puddings on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day {Sunday Morning Post 
Magazine Dec. 22,1996: 12). Brochures of Christmas gifts with abundant 
advertisements are given in newspapers (Sing Tao Christmas Magazine Dec. 1996). 
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The construction of Christmas depends a lot on the services provided by the 
commercial sector. Although there are two public holidays for Christmas in Hong 
Kong, not all people have a day off for this festival, even though there are two 
public holidays for the festival. It is because there are two sets ofholidays, one for 
white-collar workers and another one for blue-collar workers. For the blue-collar 
workers, holidays may not be according to the government's designation. They 
usually have more holidays for Lunar New Year but no holidays for Christmas. 
I* 
And for most public transportation services, staff may even work longer than usual 
/r 
to contribute to other people's enjoyment of Christmas, or to benefit themselves by 
making more money. As people's demands increase, corporations must provide 
more choices for them, including more commodities or services. For instance, even 
% 
Santa Claus, the most famous figure of Christmas, has to work on Christmas Day. 
According to an interview in the Sunday Morning Post Magazine’ the Santa Claus 
hired by Pacific Place since 1994, 57-year-old Lewis Barbato from Denver, 
Colorado, said "Hong Kong is the only country on earth where Santa has to work on 
Christmas Day....Westerners are home by the tree eating Christmas dinner but 
almost all the Hong Kongers are out." (Sunday Morning Post Magazine Dec. 22, 
1996:11). . 
Aside from the commercial sector, church is another essential institution in 
the construction of Christmas in Hong Kong. Midnight mass and several Christmas 
Day Masses are provided by the Catholic and Episcopalian churches. In another 
Sunday Morning Post Magazine report, the Reverend Susan Hewitt of St. John's 
Cathedral said that besides the Midnight Mass, there are six services at St John's on 
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Christmas Day (Sunday Morning Post Magazine Dec. 22,1996: 10). Episcopalians 
as well as non-Episcopalians are welcome to join these gatherings. Rev. Hewitt 
expressed that she did feel sadness "that many peoplejust come to enjoy themselves 
and sing carols. They don't get the message, they only feel the nostalgia and 
enjoyment." (Sunday Morning Post Magazine Dec. 22, 1996: 10). The distinction 
between sacred and secular celebration for Christmas becomes vague in Hong 
Kong. Non-Episcopalians can choose to join the religious activities that related to 
1» 
Christmas, such as the midnight mass and the caroling group. Midnight mass, a 
产 
sacred activity, was used as a tool for fulfilling the individual's construction of 
Christmas. The mass may only be a part of one's construction of Christmas. On the 
contrary, churches and other Christian organizations held parties and gatherings 
% 
with conspicuous consumption on food and drinks as a celebration of Christmas. 
Also, gift-giving is encouraged as a program of the gatherings. However, the 
practice of gift-giving seems like a kind of lucky draw or lottery, instead of an 
activity with self iniative. Attendants usually choose a gift that can fit everybody, 
but notjust for the people he/she want to send to. Such practice obviously 
stimulates consumption during Christmas. As Miller wrote in Unwrapping 
Christmas (1993), Christmas is often celebrated in a purely secular way in America. 
People consumed conspicuously for food, gift, and decoration. It is also true in 
Hong Kong. Christmas mass may be incorporated with other more secular elements 
by an individual to create his/her own Christmas. Activities in Protestant churches 
are even more varied. In additon to Christmas services, there are parties, camping, 
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special preaching, and caroling. For these activities, non-Christians are welcome to 
participate. 
Transportation services are clearly a factor influencing to the construction of 
Christmas. As the number of people venturing and staying out at night increases 
during the Christmas season, public transportation prolongs its service hours for the 
night revelers. The staff of Star Ferry Company, Mass Transit Railway, Kowloon-
Canton Railway, the two bus companies and drivers of mini-buses, and taxis are 
1» 
needed to work for the entire night on Christmas Eve and extend their working 
f f 
hours on Christmas Day. A toll-booth collector for the Cross Harbor Tunnel, Wong 
Tak-keung, said he does not mind working on Christmas Day when interviewed by 
the Sunday Morning Post Magazine. "Of course I would like to be with my family, 
« 
but if everyone got what they wanted, then who'd operate the tolls?", said Mr. 
Wong in the interview (Sunday Morning Post Magazine Dec. 22，1996: 12). He 
also commented that "it 's always much busier on Christmas Day in Hong Kong. 
People don't stay at home, they all go out to eat and party with friends" (Sunday 
Morning Post Magazine Dec. 22，1996: 12). 
In sum, the construction of Christmas has changed along with the colonial 
history o fHong Kong. In the early stages of colonization, the sacred meaning of 
Christmas was conveyed through the efforts of the colonial government and various 
church organizations. Today, it largely depends on the commercial sector. 
Consumption has become the key element of Christmas. However, the sacred 
meaning of Christmas is still being mentioned, but it is incorporated with other 
elements. It is used as a part of one's construction of Christmas. The distinction 
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between sacred and secular meaning of Christmas is thus vague, with no single 
meaning of Christmas being stressed. 
2. Changes of Tradition -- Hong Kong's Lunar New Year 
Christmas is now celebrated by most Chinese in Hong Kong, but Lunar New 
Year is still the most important festival to the Chinese in Hong Kong. Celebration 
of Lunar New Year is most noticeable in Hong Kong. "One of the astonishing 
II 
things about it is that even the poorest Chinese manage somehow to find a little 
f f 
money to spend on extra food, and on a sort of undiluted enjoyment that shines on 
most Chinese faces at these times." (Cameron 1978:239). Even in today's Hong 
Kong, Lunar New Year is still being extensively celebrated. According to a 
consumer spending survey by the Democratic Alliance for the Betterment of Hong 
Kong in 1996, "lower-income eamers have been saving their pennies to meet the 
cost ofLunar New Year festivities." (Kelly 1996:21/2). If those lower-income 
earners should have cut back for the Lunar New Year, they would rather choose to 
cut back on personal entertainment, and save the money for traditional expenditure. 
Mr. Cheng, the DAB secretary-general, said, "lower income families had been 
cutting back on taxis, concerts and movies and new clothes to meet New Year 
commitments...People, regardless of income, did not want to have to cut back 
during the Lunar New Year on lai see (red packet money) and presents and also on 
dinners." (Kelly 1996). From this, we can see that Lunar New Year is extremely 
important in the minds of Chinese in Hong Kong. 
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The Chinese have a long tradition of celebrating Lunar New Year. 
According to Illar, the author of The Americanization of Chinese New Year, the 
intellectual root of Chinese Lunar New Year can be traced back to 2255 BC when 
five types of ceremonies were created by Emperor Shun of China. Those 
ceremonies fit under the categories of propitious, somber, martial, amicable, and 
elation. The Lunar New Year festival, as the beginning of the year, is marked by the 
first type of ceremony, symbolic ofharmony and unity. Through practicing these 
ii 
ceremonies dedicated to heaven and the ancestors, social roles are taught and 
� 
culture harmonized (Illar 1993: 11-12). Another legend regarding the origin of the 
Lunar New Year celebration is about a monster, called Nihn^ (年)，which attacked 
the citizens who settled in the basin of the Yellow River and destroyed their crops 
� 
and homes in prehistoric times. Later, it was found that this ferocious creature 
appeared after the sun had shown 365 times, and that it was afraid of noise, 
illumination and the color red. After discovering this, Chinese had their houses 
brightly lit, painted objects red, struck dmms and gongs and performed lion dances 
on the 365th evening. As a result, the monster disappeared. "This tradition of 
celebration, now essentially a gesture of thanksgiving, has since been faithfully 
observed by Chinese on the 365th evening of every lunar year." (Apa 1990: 84). 
Lunar New Year was the most popular festival in Hong Kong as its 
population was composed mainly of Chinese. Many New Year products and 
customs appearing in China in the past can be seen in Hong Kong at present. 
However, in the late 1960s, the traditional Lunar New Year was not celebrated in 
China (Apa 1990: 84; Hong Kong Standard Feb. 1,1968). Because of the Cultural 
2 All Chinese (Cantonese) here is written in Yale-romanization. 
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Revolution (1966-1976) on the Mainland, customs of the Lunar New Year were 
^ 
associated with "the four olds" . As a result of the association, people thought that 
such customs should be abandoned. This makes Hong Kong an ideal niche for 
doing research on Chinese culture, since the tradition of Chinese customs were kept 
in Hong Kong by the large influx of immigrants from the Mainland throughout 
Hong Kong's colonial history. 
In Hong Kong, festive activities for the Lunar New Year last for a month; 
1» 
they began on the fifteenth day of the twelfth month of the lun^ calendar, and 
f f 
continue until the fifteenth day of the first month.^ Traditionally, on the fifteenth 
day of the last month, a year-end feast is held by bosses for their staff to thank them 
for their efforts throughout the year, and year end bonuses, representing two or three 
� 
months' pay, are given to the staff members as part of the festival celebration (Apa 
1990: 84). In today's Hong Kong, the year-end feast is still held but not confined on 
the fifteenth day of the last month. On the twenty-eighth day of the last month, 
families traditionally clean the house, sai lahk taat (洗邋遢),to sweep away all the 
bad luck and evil spirits (Illar 1993). People buy new clothes and have their hair cut 
for the New Year. In today's Hong Kong, buying new clothes for the Lunar New 
Year is not so significant because people came to buy clothes on ordinary days as 
the economy developed in Hong Kong. However, having one's hair cut is still a 
common custom for Lunar New Year. The tradition of this custom is not known. 
Although beauty parlors and barber shops raise their prices, usually double, ten days 
3 The objects of elimination during the Cultural Revolution, which include old ideas, old culture, old 
customs, and old habits. See Li (1995: 426-428). 
4 The Lunar calendar is set according to the movement of the moon. Every year, the first day ofLunar 
New Year is different in the Westem calendar. 
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before the New Year, Hong Kong Chinese insist upon cutting their hair for the 
festival. On the last day of the year, families hold an annual dinner, tuen nin fan (團 
年飯),requesting all family members to attend, symbolizing the unity ofthe family. 
Peach blossoms and orange plants symbolize prosperity. Therefore, many Hong 
Kong Chinese go to the flower fairs on that day, to buy these plants to decorate their 
homes. 
On New Year's Day, the most prominent activity occurs, that of visiting the 
it 
homes of relatives and friends. There are seniority rules during the visits. The first 
产 
visit is to the person at the top of the kin hierarchy, usually the grandparents. 
Seniority is not only embodied in the route of the visit, but also in the leih sih (禾【』是） 
tradition. During Lunar New Year, married couples should give leih sih, lucky � 
money in a red envelope, to all their unmarried friends and to younger relatives. 
During visits, candies, and nihn gou (年糕)，new year cake, are served to the guests. 
The second day ofNew Year is known as hoi nihn (開年)，the opening of the year, 
when a banquet-style dinner with family is held. The third day is chik hau (赤口）， 
"commonly regarded as one which might induce quarrels, so people avoid social 
visits." (Apa 1990: 86). The seventh day is jahnyaht (人曰），or everybody's 
birthday. "Traditional-minded people will start off with congee as breakfast." 
(Hong Kong Standard Feb. 5, 1965). Howeverj'a/z^ yaht is seldom celebrated 
nowadays. The fifteenth day is yuhn siu (元宵)，the Spring Lantern Festival. It is 
also known as the Chinese Valentine's Day (Hong Kong Standard Feb. 22, 1997). 
Just like jahn yaht, most people in Hong Kong do not celebrate yuhn siu. It is 
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present only in some activities organized by the Urban Council in Hong Kong to 
promote Chinese culture. 
Unlike Christmas, life in Hong Kong virtually stops in the Lunar New Year. 
"Most of the shops are shut and even the restaurants, for cooks and waiters are also 
at home celebrating." (Lawrence 1993: 152). Although the colonial government set 
several days as public holidays on the Hong Kong calendar for celebrating Lunar 
New Year, only public services, such as banks, follow it. Staffin private companies 
“ 
usually have more time off, about a week to ten days, until the day when it is 
fT 
believed to be good to resume working. This date varies from year to year, 
according to the lunar calendar. Typically, three public holidays are marked for 
celebrating the Lunar New Year, the result of negotiation between the British 
� 
colonial government and the Chinese public. On the Hong Kong calendar, holidays 
are marked for both Western and Chinese festivals. On the one hand, the colonial 
government marked holidays for Western festivals, such as Westem New Year, 
Easter, and Christmas. On the other hand, holidays were also given for the Chinese 
festivals, such as Lunar New Year, Ching Ming Festival, Dragon Boat Festival, and 
Mid-Autumn Festival. Setting holidays for Chinese festivals showed the 
government's respect for Chinese culture and was designed to gain the support of 
the Chinese. However, official holidays for the Lunar New Year are longer than 
those for any other festival, including Christmas. 
Although traditionally people stop working during Lunar New Year, such 
practice changed, to a degree, in order to incorporate the changes in society. 
Transportation service is one example. Since Chinese spend much time on 
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preparation for the Lunar New Year festival, bus company staff in Hong Kong are 
requested to extend their work hours a week before the festival. This practice has 
been carried out since the end of the 1960s. In 1967, the Kowloon Motor Bus 
Company increased its bus frequencies to cope with the heavy flow of shoppers a 
week before the Chinese New Year until late on Chinese New Year's Eve (Hong 
Kong Standard Jan. 31, 1967). Nowadays, the Mass Transit Railway, Kowloon-
Canton Rail and some bus routes ofKowloon Motor Bus Company still provide 
transport service overnight on Chinese New Year's Eve. Even on the first three 
f f 
days from New Year's Day, the two railways and some bus routes are still on 
extended service for the convenience of people to travel around for home visit. 
Aside from some minor changes, the celebration of Lunar New Year in 
% 
Hong Kong has not changed much in terms of custom from past decades and 
generations. Many cultural products related to Lunar New Year are widely found 
today, for instance the fai cheun (揮春 red cards with Chinese inscriptions of 
greetings), nihn gou (new year cake) and leih sih (red pocket / lucky money). 
However, changes have been made to these cultural products. In the past, the fai 
cheun, nihn gou, and the leih sih envelopes were hand-made. Today these objects 
are made by machine and sold as commodities. . 
The leih sih (利是 lucky money) tradition, in particular, has changed along 
with Hong Kong's history. Leih sih are the most expensive New Year tradition. In 
the 1960s，it was estimated that in total hundreds of thousands of dollars were given 
away every year through leih sih (Hong Kong Standard Feb. 12,1969). Today it is 
hundreds of times bigger. When this custom started, no one really knows, but that it 
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has undergone change is obvious. Traditionally, large amounts of money are 
expected from leih sih by close friends and relatives. At the end of 1960s, people 
reduced their visits and a token sum of one dollar or fifty cents given, even for close 
relatives. Someone even predicted, "it is a custom that could not be expected to 
survive in capitalistic societies - where every cent can theoretically produce another 
cent." (Hong Kong Standard Feb. 12, 1969). However, bythe 1990s，the custom is 
still an important tradition carried on by Hong Kong Chinese. Besides, this 
“ 
tradition has become widespread notjust for kin but also in the workplace. Bosses 
tf 
usually give their staff leih sih on the first working day after the Chinese New Year. 
Some bosses may only give leih sih to the staff who go to visit him during the 
holidays in order to lower the expenses of this tradition. 
� 
For house decoration, peach blossoms, considered symbols of luck and 
prosperity, are a ‘must’ for the household. As space in Hong Kong is tight, it is 
difficult to place peach trees in the home. Flowers and other potted plants are 
bought instead, which also symbolizing luck and prosperity. In 1996，I saw peach 
trees planted in flower-pots and sold in the Mongkok flower fair on New Year，Eve. 
During visiting, special sweet delicacies are served to visitors during 
Chinese New Year. They are put in candy trays and serve as part of the household 
decoration. Preserved coconuts in fine shreds, chestnuts, melon and lotus seeds, 
and small tangerines are the traditional preparations. In the 1990s, different forms 
• of candy boxes were made and the candies served were changed to chocolate, fhiit 
juice sweets and other imported candies. 
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Along with the commercialization o fNew Year festival products, New Year 
traditions have changed too. The New Year flower market, originally run by 
individuals, came under the control of the Urban Council Services in the 1960s. 
People must now apply for stall space to sell New Year commodities. Since the 
1960's, the government allows four places for the flower fairs, one on Hong Kong 
Island and three in Kowloon (Hong Kong Standard Jan 29, 1965). In the 1990s, 
there are eight places in all where large flower fairs are held for Lunar New Year. 
But actually, some small unofficial flower fairs are also held in different districts. 
In the 1970s, when I was little, there were hawkers on the street to sell candies and 
fruits for the people who go visiting, as shops were closed in Lunar New Year. 
However, by the 1980s，these hawkers were forbidden by the government. 
� 
Setting off firecrackers and fireworks, a tradition which Chinese have 
always upheld to welcome the new year, have been controlled by the colonial 
government. Since 1965, strict regulations covered the discharge of firecrackers 
during Chinese New Year (Hong Kong Standard Feb. 5, 1965). But this rule was 
only valid in the city on Hong Kong Island but not for other districts in Kowloon 
and the New Territories. Setting off firecrackers has been totally forbidden since 
1968 because "they are dangerous when misused by mischievous youngsters." 
{Hong Kong Standard Jan. 26，1968). However, inthe 1970s and 1980s, people 
still set fire-crackers，usually in villages in the New Territories for Lunar New Year. 
• Only in the 1990’ s, have fewer fire-crackers can be heard because of the bankruptcy 
of the fire-cracker industry in Hong Kong. Instead, a fireworks display sponsored 
by large corporate entities has been held on the second night of the New Year in 
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Victoria Harbor since 1982. Such a program has even become the most 
recognizable activity for the Chinese Lunar New Year in Hong Kong. Many 
thousands of people go to Tsimshatsui or the Peak to see the fireworks. Most 
people though, stay at home to enjoy the fireworks on television. 
Under British rule, other non-Chinese elements were added to the festival, 
such as the New Year greetings given by the Governor on television, radio, and the 
newspaper to the people of Hong Kong. The greetings involve statements of 
appreciation ofHong Kong's development and a vision'for its prosperity and finally 
r 
end with greetings in Chinese, such as “kmg chuk kok wai lung ma ching san ma to 
kung sing (恭祝各位龍馬精神、馬到功成）”，that is “I wish you all the best of 
health and the fullest success in achieving all your goals". When I was young, in the 
� 
1970s, adults waited for the Governor's greetings, and were satisfied after hearing 
the Chinese greetings at last. They laughed and said that even the British Hong 
Kong Governor should learn Chinese culture, implying the superiority of Chinese 
culture. Even in 1997, the last year ofBritish Colonial rule, this custom remained. 
Instead of greeting the public alone, the Governor's family accompanied him during 
this television broadcast. This scene further strengthens the construction of Lunar 
New Year as a family festival. The British government had no intention to change 
or alter the construction ofLunar New Year in Hong Kong, but rather sought to 
reinforce the past construction of this festival. Through incorporating the Westem 
‘ e l e m e n t , the Governor's greeting, in Chinese culture, the British government 
attempted to gain rapport with the Chinese public. 
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During the New Year, big crowds rush to the mainland to visit relatives. 
These people are immigrants from China in the past, who retum to celebrate Lunar 
New Year with their families or relatives. In 1968，despite the Cultural Revolution 
in China, over 35,000 people were estimated to have left for the mainland in the 
week before Chinese New Year {Hong Kong Standard Jan. 29’ 1968). For Lunar 
New Year, 1997, over four hundred thousands of people was recorded by the 
immigration department as having gone to China. Although some of the travellers 
may be tourists who go to China through Hong Kong, most of the travellers are 
产 
Hong Kong inhabitants. As Lunar New Year is a festival of unity of family, Hong 
Kong residents rushed back to the Mainland to celebrate the festival with their 
family and relatives. 
% 
During the colonial history ofHong Kong, the construction ofLunar New 
Year has not changed much. Lunar New Year is still known as a family festival 
brimming with happiness and prosperity. Although Lunar New Year is still 
recognized as a significant festival in Hong Kong and many traditional customs 
remain, it has also experienced some change along with the colonial history ofHong 
Kong, as a result of the control of the colonial government and commercialization. 
3. Creation of Local Identity in Hong Kong 
The construction of Christmas and Lunar New Year plays a role in the 
• creation ofHong Kong's local culture and identity. Before the 1960s, Hong Kong 
was treated as being representative of Chinese culture. Many Westem scholars 
went to Hong Kong in order to understand Chinese culture, as the door of mainland 
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China was shut by the Communists (Ward 1985). After the 1960s, the local culture 
of Hong Kong was emphasized as Hong Kong Chinese found that they were 
different from Chinese on the mainland. "This culture is manifested in the 
distinctive outlooks, aspirations, lifestyles, and, of course, language patterns of the 
local residents." (Choi 1990: 538). The construction of festivals also differed 
between Hong Kong and the mainland. The most prominent is the celebration of 
Western festivals, such as Christmas, Easter and Valentine's Day in Hong Kong but 
1» 
not in the mainland before the 1990s. Although today people in some of the cities 
f f 
of the mainland have begun to celebrate these Westem festivals, the celebration is 
not so extended as it is in Hong Kong. Even for the Chinese festivals, celebration is 
not the same in Hong Kong and in the mainland. As mentioned before, following 
% 
the Cultural Revolution, many traditional practices of the Lunar New Year were no 
longer allowed in the mainland. However, these practices continued in Hong Kong. 
However, the creation oflocal culture ofHong Kong is not a result ofBritish 
and Chinese influence only, it is also the creation ofHong Kong itself. In order to 
stimulate consumption, cultural products and traditions from other cultures are 
introduced in Hong Kong. Although Hong Kong was being described as a "cultural 
kaleidoscope" (Cameron 1978: 173-258; Siu 1996) where Westem, Chinese, and 
other cultures can be seen, these cultures do not appear in isolated form. For 
example, Christmas in Hong Kong is never the same as that in British, in America, 
‘ o r in any other country. Also, celebration for Lunar New Year is greatly different 
from the construction of this festival at any point of time in China. In sum, Hong 
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Kong culture is heterogeneous, with different cultural traits fusing together to create 
a new form. 
Corresponding to the uniqueness of Hong Kong culture, local identity of 
Hong Kong people has emerged in recent decades, which is neither Westem nor 
Chinese. When encoutering the Westerners or Chinese, local Hong Kong identity 
becomes significant. It indicates that Hong Kong culture is not something 
assimilated by British or Chinese culture. There is a certain degree of autonomy of 
i< 




Chapter 3 Making up Christmas in Hong Kong 
Christmas has been celebrated in Hong Kong officially for about a hundred 
and fifty years, ever since Hong Kong was colonized by the British. Even though 
the cultural space for the construction of Christmas in Hong Kong is large because 
of its lack of a long history in the colony, the power of materialism and its social 
function still exist. In Unwrapping Christmas, the works on Christmas written 
by ten anthropologists are divided into two categories: materialism and the family, 
Ii 
and social relations (Miller 1993). No matter how Christmas is constructed in 
f f 
different cultures, materialism and social relationships are the two main concepts 
embedded in general. It is also true, to a certain degree, in Hong Kong. 
Generally, Christmas is shaped as a public festival involving conspicuous 
% 
consumption of parties and gifts, rather than a religious Holy Day for a specific 
group of people in Hong Kong. Although people in Hong Kong believe 
Christmas originally was a religious memorial day, the celebrations for Christmas 
are now mostly non-religious, and even profane, in this international, financial-
economic center, Hong Kong, where commercialization is stressed. 
Christmas in different countries is similar in the sense ofbeing 
commercialized, but its content are varied in different places. Christmas.is a 
family festival in England (Kuper 1993)，a national festival in United States, and a 
festival for couples and spouses in Japan. The distinctions of Christmas between 
these countries stems from the influence of different agents with their own 
purpose. Christmas in United States was adopted and modified as a national 
festival by the government in order to declare separation from the colonizer, 
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Britain (Restad 1995). In Britain as earlier noted, Christmas is a family festival; 
in order to make difference from Britain, the meaning and also the culture of 
Christmas in the United States was recreated. In Japan, Christmas was shaped as 
a festival for couples and spouses by the commercial sectors to encourage 
consumption (Moeran and Skov 1993). In Hong Kong, Christmas is a festival 
not for any social unit, but for children and youngsters; this situation resulted from 
the clash between Chinese and Westem acculturation. In today's Hong Kong, 
middle-aged people and elderly were seldom educated 'imder the Westem 
广 
socialization. Christmas to them is a foreign festival. Thus, they have less 
festive sense concerning the festival. However, children and young people have 
been socializing in Westem education system. They have learned Christmas 
% 
celebration since they went to school. They are quite familiar with this festival 
and get more festive sense to this festival. 
As a festival introduced from the colonizers, the dispersion of Christmas 
spirit in Hong Kong has greatly depended on the mass media. Most of the 
celebration, decoration, and ritual done in Hong Kong Christmas are leamed from 
television, newspaper, magazines, and other massmedia. 
1. Christmas in The Air 
In creating a festive atmosphere, the influence of the massmedia is 
• unavoidable. It reminds people of the coming of the festival a month in advance. 
In Hong Kong, topics related to Christmas, no matter whether they are past or 
present, local or overseas, are released in the mass media from mid-November. 
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On the radio, program hosts exhort people to start planning their Christmas 
activities to avoid spending the holiday alone; Christmas, they say, should be a 
time for meeting friends and having fun. In the newspapers, different sections 
use Christmas as their focus. For example, in the Science Section of Sing Tao 
Daily, the explanation of the Great Star phenomenon seen by the Eastem 
astronomers approximately two thousand years ago and the calculation of the 
exact birth date of Jesus were topics in early December 1996. Various fashion 
sections discussed clothes for balls and parties {SundayMorning Post Magazine 
Dec. 22,1996: ^2-^A\EastweekT>QQ. 19,1996: 131-135). 
Mass media is also the best companion for the business sector in the 
construction of festivals, as the promotions for many commodities depends on the 
� 
mass media for dispersion. In their advertising, business corporations claim that 
they can provide for the construction of a perfect Christmas. For example, the 
Hard Rock Cafe claimed they could provide "a true American Christmas" by 
serving American Christmas food, while the Nan Hai Hotel promoted its "One 
Hundred Percent Christmas Feeling" by serving vacational touristic package and 
Christmas buffet {Eastweek Dec. 19，1996). 
Moreover, the plentiful advertising of products which could be bought and 
given as Christmas gifts are seen in newspapers, and magazines, as well as on 
television and through other forms of mass media. "Beautiful Christmas Gifts" 
• (Sunday Morning Post Magazine Dec. 22, 1996: 35), "An Everlasting Gift" 
{Eastweek Dec. 19，1996: 27), and other promotion catch-phrases are common in 
magazines. Some companies even publish a special catalogue to introduce these 
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products {Sing Tao Christmas Magazine Dec., 1996). 
To create a Christmas atmosphere, Christmas-related programs are shown on 
television, Christmas movies are presented in cinema, and records of Christmas 
music and songs are released. All these products not only remind people that 
Christmas is coming, but also emphasize that Christmas is not an indigenous 
festival in Hong Kong. On television, most Christmas movies and cartoons are 
imported and mainly shown on English channels. In 1996，there were abundant 
Christmas programs on television in English channels fwo days before Christmas 
� 
Eve to Boxing Day, such as "Castle Christmas Specials", "The Christmas 
Stallion", "Barber And Father Christmas", "The 12 Days OfChristmas", "The 
Night Before Christmas", "Santa Claus", "Santa Claus Is Coming To Town", 
> 
"Christmas In Vienna", "HM The Queen's Christmas Broadcast", "Mr 
Willowby's Christmas Tree", "One Christmas", "A Flintstone Christmas", "It 
Nearly Wasn't Christmas", "Silent Night", and "All I Want For Christmas". On 
local Chinese stations on the other hand, there were only four Christmas programs 
shown, "The Adventure OfYoung Santa Claus", "PC Handbook Christmas 
Special", "HM The Queen's Christmas Broadcast To The Commonwealth 1996”， 
and "Santa Claus 9999," from Christmas Eve to Boxing Day, with only two and a 
half hours in total (Sunday Morning Post Magazine Dec. 22, 1996: 41). In 
cinema, Christmas-related movies produced in Westem countries were shown, for 
• example "Jingle All the Way" from America in 1996 (Hong Kong Economic 
Times Dec. 18，1996: F3). Although there are locally produced films also, none 
of them relates to Christmas. In the meantime, records of Christmas songs are 
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released. In 1996, seventeen Christmas CD were produced, including Kitaro 
� P e a c e on E a r t h � , T h e American Boys C h o i r � C a r o l � ， � T h e W ite 
Christmas A l b u m � ， � T h e Classic Christmas Album�，Michael B o l t o n � T h i s 
is The T i m e �，A l a b a m a � C h r i s t m a s V o l . 2 � ， � W o r l d C h r i s t m a s �，� A v e x 
Dance C h r i s t m a s � � � A Celebration of C h r i s t m a s � � � S t a r B r i g h t � , � M a c a r e n a 
Chr is tmas�，The S m a r t � C h r i s t m a s A l b u m � ， � N e w Wave X ' m a s � ， 
� C h r i s t m a s In The West�，Essential N o i s e � H a r d c o r e Holiday�，Spiderbait 
1» 
� J e s u s � � a n d � A Brasilian Christmas )[Hong Kong Economic Times Dec. 18, 
1996: C5). Most of the songs were new versions of old Christmas songs, but 
without any in Chinese. Although there are a few records of Christmas songs in 
Chinese, the records are just for children and the quality is not so good. For � 
people in Hong Kong, Christmas is still a festival with Westem attributes, thus 
English is more incorporated into the festival than Chinese. And even though 
there are large spaces for recreating the festival, traditional Christmas songs are 
still an important element for constructing the festive atmosphere for Christmas. 
Under the influence of mass media promotion, people are reminded of the 
coming of Christmas. Most of these promotions encourage consumption of 
Christmas commodities to construct a true Christmas. The well-known 
commodities include the image of Santa Claus, and Christmas trees. Besides 
Christmas commodities, other Christmas activities are also enjoyed, such as the 
lights decoration on buildings, midnight mass, and caroling. These are also 
essential elements in constructing an authentic Christmas in Hong Kong. 
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2. Constructing Via Consuming 
In Hong Kong, some of these Christmas elements used to develop a 
meaningful Christmas, are created locally but most public symbols were 
introduced by the British colonizers. However, after over a hundred years, there 
are some changes to these elements. 
Christmas Commodities 
Santa Claus .‘ 
fT 
Santa Claus, also called Father Christmas, is a famous Christmas figure in 
Hong Kong, as in the world. Originally, it is just an image created for the 
memorial of St. Nicholas who sent gold to the poor (Restad 1995:45). In the 
� 
legend, Santa Claus is an old man who send gifts to good children on Christmas 
Eve. In Hong Kong, few children believe in the existence of Santa Claus. 
However, the image of Santa Claus for the construction of Christmas festivities is 
important. 
In the 1970s, shopping malls in Hong Kong employed people, most of them 
Chinese, to dress up as Santa Claus to attract people at the main door. Besides， 
small Santa Claus dolls or pictures were used in decorating houses and Christmas 
trees. Also, you can see Santa Claus on Christmas cards and wrapping papers. 
In the 1980s，mechanical Santa Claus dolls were made as decorations at the front 
of the malls instead of persons dressing as Santa Claus, which was to show the 
advanced technology in Hong Kong. However, in the 1990s, large shopping 
malls in Hong Kong hired professional Santa Clauses from Westem countries. 
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The Westem attributes of Christmas as a whole, as well as Santa Claus are 
emphasized. "The upmarket Pacific Place will import all its Yuletide displays 
from the United States, including Santa Claus." {Asia Magazine Nov. 15-17，1996: 
23). As the living standard is increasing, people are searching for something 
with more authentic feeling of Christmas; for example, Santa Claus with 
Westerner's face. 
Christmas Trees “ 
产 
Another Western symbol of Christmas is the Christmas tree. Placing 
Christmas trees in the home is not a tradition created locally, but introduced from 
the West. Christmas trees are evergreen trees, usually pine trees, decorated by 
% 
light bulbs, omaments，and tinsel. In Hong Kong, most people place plastic 
Christmas trees at home, instead of real pine trees. In the informants' home 
where I visited, all of them placed plastic Christmas trees. As I remember, when 
I was still in primary school, my father placed real pine tree at home during 
Christmas for five years. He got the trees from his friend who is a farmer. At 
that time，going to choose a suitable pine tree is a difficultjob. It is because our 
house, with area over one thousand feet square, may not have enough space for 
even the smallest pine tree. Thereafter, my father went to bought a plastic tree 
instead. For other families in Hong Kong, placing a real pine tree at home, 
where have only several hundred feet square, is more impossible. Therefore, 
clever businessmen made plastic Christmas trees for the people in Hong Kong. 
Those plastic Christmas trees can be made with different sizes that are fit in any 
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place. Besides, such plastic Christmas trees can be reused after years and with 
lower price than real pine trees. 
The Christmas tree, is a popular decoration in both the public and private 
sphere. In the hotel lobbies, main entrances of shopping malls, and railway 
stations, there are large Christmas trees with decorative light bulbs on them. It 
tells the coming of the season's greeting. People also place Christmas trees in 
their houses as decorations. In the ten houses I visited during Christmas, all of 
them, some are Christians but some are not, had Christmas trees placed in their 
r 
living rooms. Some informants even told me they place small-size Christmas 
trees on their desks in the office. Those Christmas trees were made of plastic 
and were of different sizes. All of them were decorated with lights, small dolls, 
� 
or Christmas cards. However, there were no other Christmas decorations other 
than the trees. It seems that a Christmas tree is enough to create the festive 
atmosphere at home. Some informants expressed, vaguely, "the Christmas tree 
gave me Christmas feeling." Others see the Christmas tree as a traditional 
celebration for Christmas, “I think it's the basic requirement to have a Christmas 
tree during Christmas. I don't know the origin ofhaving a Christmas tree but I 
just follow the custom.", Sylvia^ said. 
In the 1990s, more and more creative Christmas trees were made to attract 
people, such as huge trees made of toys or candies placed in shopping malls, and 
5 English names are popularly used in Hong Kong society among Chinese youngsters. In this 
thesis, I use English names for young people and Mr. or Mrs. for married couples. However, all 
the names used in this thesis are pseudonyms. 
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small planted Christmas trees which can be placed on desks for decorating the 
office. Also, the trees are signified on Christmas cards by two green triangles. 
The phenomenon indicates that not merely a Christmas tree, but also a tree-like 
figure helps in creating a festive atmosphere. The image of Christmas trees in 
constructing Christmas is present at different levels. It exists as concrete 
decoration as well as abstract imagination. No matter which form it appears as, 




The Christmas lights on the outerwalls ofbuildings at Tsimshatsui East and 
Central are hallmarks of the Christmas festivities in Hong Kong. Usually, huge 
� 
pictures or greeting words are formed through colored light bulbs. Figure of 
Santa Claus and Christmas trees are common topics in the light bulb decoration 
and the greeting "Merry Christmas" and "Season's Greeting" can be seen nearly in 
every building. It is believed they are a locally created Christmas tradition as 
well as the most representative symbol of Christmas in Hong Kong. Henry, an 
immigrant from the Mainland, remembers, "My first Christmas in Hong Kong 
meant nothing but the lights in Tsimshatsui. At that time, I had no friends in 
Hong Kong, thus I spent it with my family. My father brought me to see the 
lights in Tsimshatsui." 
The lights were first "organized and managed by Hongkong Land" in 1966 
and the cost of the decorations were paid for by the building owners [Hong Kong 
Standard Dec. 13，1966). Most of the building owners are large corporations in 
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Hong Kong. At first, the lights display was in Central, which is the commercial 
area in Hong Kong and where many of the Westerners work. After the 
Christmas riots in 1981 at Central, the arena for the lights display changed to 
Tsimshatsui East. Even though there are lights display in Central in the 1990s, 
more people go to Tsimshatsui East to enjoy the lights. 
Although the lights are free for the public to enjoy and give no direct benefits 
for the building owners, it is a good advertising channel for the companies in the 
buildings. On the one hand, the lights attract more potential customers to go to 
产 
the district. On the other hand, the lights improve the image of the corporations 
which own the buildings. Besides the building owners, other companies are also 
involved in the lights. Different companies hold competitions to determine the 
% 
best lighting displays and photography contests also used the lighting displays as 
their main theme. Television broadcasts discuss the condition of the lights at 
Tsimshatsui East every year. It seems that the lights are the central public 
celebration for Christmas in Hong Kong. 
Enjoying the lights is a popular Christmas event, just like going to the flower 
fair at Lunar New Year festival, in Hong Kong. Every year, over hundred 
thousand people in Hong Kong go to enjoy the lights in Tsimshatsui East within 
the week of Christmas (Chan 1994). Some people may avoid the crowds and 
enjoy the lights a few days before Christmas. However, the headcount on 
Christmas Eve in Tsimshatsui East for the lighting displays was still the highest. 
Therefore, the police force set some restrictions for the people and cars who 
entered the district in order to keep the people under control. However, many 
51 
youngsters like to spend the whole night of Christmas Eve in Tsimshatsui. I 
asked one of these people, Fanny, who went to see the lights on Christmas Eve, 
why she choose this time to come. She said, “I like to be in the crowd because 
the crowd gives me a festive atmosphere for Christmas." This indicates that not 
only the lights display gives people the Christmas feelings, but also the crowd 
caused by the lights. 
That lights have become a popular program for people in Hong Kong may 
due to three reasons. One is that the lights can be enjbyed for free. Unlike 
f f 
seeing movies in cinema, no entrance fare is required for enjoying the lights. 
Another reason is the flexibility in time. You can go to enjoy the lights in the 
evening and at night on each day in Christmas month. The lights stay on from 
dusk until dawn. Lastly, the lights are free from any religious association. It is 
not a special program for any religion. People can easily enjoy them, without 
any religious responsibility. 
Christmas Activities 
In Hong Kong, some people, even non-Christians, choose to spend Christmas 
in Christian religious celebration. It is because they believe that Christmas is a 
Christian Holy Day. These people believe that to create a ‘true，Christmas, 
religious activities are indispensable. The two most common religious activities 
done for Christmas are the midnight mass and caroling. 
Midnight Mass 
Midnight mass on Christmas Eve is the traditional Christmas celebration for 
5 2 
Catholics. It is the most important gathering for Catholics to attend. Even the 
Catholics who do not attend the Sunday service regularly go to the midnight mass. 
Margaret, a Catholics, insisted to go to church on Christmas Eve and said, 
"Midnight mass is the most important meeting for me, a Catholic.，，Thus, the 
attendance in midnight mass on Christmas Eve is the highest attendance of the 
year. Large Catholic churches in Hong Kong usually hold several masses on 
Christmas Eve at different time to fulfill the needs of the Catholics. According 
to Tina, a Catholic, there are at least two masses on Cfiristmas Eve in the churches 
f f 
she went in Central, one for the elderly at nine, and one at twelve. All these 
masses are open for both Catholics and non-Catholics to come. 
Midnight mass is a traditional Catholic activity for Christmas, but non-
Catholics also join the midnight mass on Christmas Eve. In the past, non-
Catholics went to midnight mass in order to get some food. At that time, 
Chinese residents in Hong Kong were poor and Catholics churches distributed 
food for these Chinese. Catholics churches were not only a religious gathering 
place, but also a charity organization. In the 1980s, the economy of Hong Kong 
was growing because of the development of industry. The living standard of 
people was increasing. However, some Chinese kept on going to Catholics 
churches, seeing the Catholic churches as places for religious satisfaction rather 
than for material sustenance. Thus, now most of the attendants in the mass and 
Sunday services of Catholics churches are believers; however even non-Catholics 
attend the activities held in Catholics churches. During Christmas, non-believers 
use Christian activities to build the feeling of a "true" Christmas. 
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On Christmas Eve, 1996,1 went to the midnight mass held in a Catholic 
church in Tai Po. There were two youngsters there who told me they are not 
believers of Christianity. Both of them were brought by their friends who are 
Christians. Heidi said, “I go to church every year although I am not a Christian. 
It is because my friends who are Christians, ask me to do so. I don't mind going 
to church during Christmas since it is originally a Christian festival." "I asked 
my friend to bring me to where I can listen to Christmas songs quietly, so she 
•» 
brought me to the Catholic church," Judy said. 
/r 
Although midnight mass is a Catholics activity, some Protestants attend the 
mass also under the special condition ofHong Kong in where there is a clear 
separation between Catholics and Protestants. "I feel bored with the crowded 
% 
parties, gatherings, and camping held by my church. I want to pass Christmas in 
a calmer way. So, I chose to go to mass," Venus said. 
Caroling 
Caroling is another Christian activity symbolizing Christmas. In Hong 
Kong, you can see people singing Christmas songs together on the street. They 
are imitating the night when Jesus Christ was bom, during which angels were 
singing to tell people the birth of the Saviour, according to the Bible. In the 
1970s, caroling group were composed of Christians who use caroling to preach. 
According to an article in a Chinese newspaper in 1975, Christmas caroling was 
only welcomed by Christians. Christians would prepare food and drinks to serve 
the members of the caroling group when they come. On the contrary, non-
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Christians hated the caroling groups because they interfere with their sleeping 
{Sing Tao Jih Pao Dec 21，1975). 
However, by the 1990s, the situation had changed. Caroling groups are 
formed by non-Christians, or organizations without a Christian background. 
Rather, caroling groups are formed by musical organizations, such as district or 
school choirs. Christmas caroling is used for celebrating Christmas, rather than 
for religious purposes. In 1996, different groups composed of people from 
I* 
district or school choirs were scheduled to sing Christmas songs in the Hong Kong 
f f 
Cultural Center. Although classical Christmas songs with religious lyrics were 
sung, most people, the audience and even the members of non-Christian caroling 
groups, do not care much about the religious meanings embedded in the lyrics of 
% 
the songs. Just like other Christmas traditions, people do not care much about 
their historical meanings of them, but follow them as custom. 
Unlike non-Christians, Christians are concerned more with the religious 
meaning of caroling. However, there are quite opposite opinions on Christmas 
caroling among Christians. Cindy, a Protestant who joined the caroling team to a 
hospital in 1996, said "It's meaningful to sing songs in the hospital on Christmas. 
On the one hand, the message of Jesus Christ is preached. On the other hand, 
patients feel happy if people go to visit them while they cannot go out with friends 
to spend Christmas." But Tiffany, a Catholic, had a view quite opposite to 
Cindy's. “I went to the hospital caroling a few years ago, but I think it is not so 
appropriate to do so. The patients are miserable because they're spending 
Christmas in the hospital. The team seems to hinder them more than give them 
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happiness." 
Despite the quite opposite views on caroling in hospitals, churches hold such 
activity every year. The arena for Christmas caroling organized by churches has 
changed from the street to the hospital. The reason is that it is easier to approach 
the patients in hospitals than to attract passer-bys on the street. Members of the 
hospital caroling group prefer caroling in hospital rather than on the street. 
"Patients are the most helpless people and they will listen to what you say," 
•泰 
Catherine, a member of the hospital caroling team said, "Caroling on the street has 
f f 
no religious influence but only helps the night revellers to create more Christmas 
atmosphere." After singing Christmas songs, the members of such religious 
caroling group usually send a small gift to the patients and try to talk or pray with 
% 
them if the patients want to. 
No matter what people think about the caroling, it is believed to be a 
Christmas tradition, a view held by both Christian and non-Christian organizations 
in Hong Kong today. 
3. Different Interpretations of Christmas 
‘ There are many attributes associated with Christmas. Christmas is believed 
to be originally a religious Holy Day of Christianity, a day for fun and gathering, 
and a festival greatly label to commercialization. People in Hong Kong create 
different meanings of Christmas by extracting the attributes associated with the 
festival, according to their own preferences. For many Christians, the religious 
aspect of Christmas is emphasized: "Christmas is the memorial day of the birth of 
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Jesus Christ. It is meaningful. Therefore, we should preach the message of 
Christ on Christmas," one Christian said. For others, Christmas is a time for 
refreshing relationships between friends: “I think Christmas isjust an occasion for 
you to meet friends who you haven't had contact with for a year," a secondary 
student declared. Some people are concerning more with the commercialism 
surrounding Christmas. One university student said, “I don't like today's 
Christmas. You're buying the feeling of a festival. In the past, people knew 
It 
each other well and had a happy time together without spending much money. 
f f 
But nowadays, if you want to be happy, you should spend money to make it 
happen." 
These are just a few common interpretations of the meaning and construction 
% 
of Christmas in Hong Kong. By analyzing both people's discourse and 
celebratory behaviour, the interpretations of Christmas can be divided into two 
categories: 1) the consumption for Christmas and 2) social relations during 
Christmas. 
Consumption for Christmas 
As a time for celebration, conspicuous consumption at Christmas is 
inevitable. However, in Hong Kong most of the money is used on the Christmas 
package and service sold by the business sectors rather than the things purchased 
for Christmas celebration. People purchased a lot on packing a gift as Christmas 
gift, in red and green color with ribbon, in order to differentiate it from a birthday 
gift. Young girls purchased on packing themselves - dressing and making up for 
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Christmas balls and parties. Companies and hotels purchased much money on 
the decoration to attract people. Christmas has become greatly commercialized. 
Despite this, Christmas is a time for earning as well as purchasing. These are 
two sides of a coin. While more services are provided by the business sectors 
and service industry, more labour is needed. Thus, Christmas is not only a time 
for spending money, but also gives people chances to earn more money. The 
boundary between purchasers and earners is no longer separate, in that many 
people do both during Christmas. “ 
f f 
A Time for Purchasing 
In the 1990s, gift-giving or gift-exchange has become a more recognizable 
� 
way to celebrate Christmas in Hong Kong, as it was not in earlier decades. 
Although people send gifts to friends and relatives in other festive occasions, gift-
giving in Christmas is most overwhelming. Unlike mother's day or father's day, 
you can send a gift to anyone you like in Christmas. Also, you can send out any 
kind of gift without restrictions. There is no specific person to send a gift to or 
specific kind of gift to send out. 
However, there are quite opposite views on giving Christmas gifts. Some 
people like it very much, especially exchanging gifts in parties. According to 
Gigi，a primary school teacher, exchanging gifts is an inevitable program in 
• Christmas parties in Hong Kong. "For most of the parties, there is a custom that 
every person attending should bring a gift for the lucky draw." A number is 
given to each participant who has contributed a gift. After collecting all the gifts, 
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the master of ceremonies draws a number from a box. The person who has the 
same number can come and choose a gift. Such practice is a kind of gift 
exchange but the participants do not know with whom you are exchanging your 
gift with. It ensures that every participating person can give and receive a gift. 
People have more fun and excitement in exchanging gifts in lucky draw. Joan 
likes this practice very much, “I like the mysterious feeling of this custom. But I 
think it is better if there is some excitement. Therefore, I tend to buy things that 
people cannot guess what they are. Moreover, I prefer wrapping the gifts with 
r 
beautiful paper and ribbon. I know some people disapprove of such behavior 
because of environmental concerns, but in my opinion, it is inappropriate to set up 
too many restrictions for the celebration of Christmas." 
% 
While some people show their appreciation of Christmas gift-exchange, 
others express their disgust. Ivy, a graduate student, thinks gift-giving is too 
lavish in Hong Kong and has lost its meaning. She thinks gift-giving is too 
commercialized in Hong Kong. She declared, "Giving Christmas gifts is crazy 
and stupid. It is the strategy of the business sectors. Therefore, I did not 
actively send people Christmas gifts. However, it is difficult to escape from the 
influence o f the people around me. For example, one of my classmates sent me a 
gift for Christmas, and I should reciprocate and send her one. It is the social 
norm." 
Within the two extremes of attitudes towards Christmas gift-giving, some 
people have no special opinion on the practice. They show neither appreciation 
nor disgust at gift-giving. They just to follow the tradition and norms. Gigi, a 
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primary school teacher, did not think Christmas is commercialized, "I did not buy 
things especially for Christmas." Nevertheless, when I asked whether she bought 
Christmas gifts for her friends or family members, she admitted that she bought a 
gift for her boyfriend, "It's because he bought me one first. It's hard for me to 
choose a gift for him, because it seems that he didn't need or want anything. I 
spent a week to think and choose before buying a gift for him." She also went to 
Christmas parties held by her church or among friends with gifts. Gigi did not 
actively buy things for Christmas, but she has to buy things because the people 
f f 
around her made her to do so. 
Besides buying gifts for friends and family, people in Hong Kong buy things 
for themselves because of Christmas. Alan said he bought a camera and zoom 
lens as a gift for himself. He also presented a necklace and earrings to his wife 
not only because oftheir romantic appeal, but becausejewelry keeps its value. 
Christmas not only gives people a chance to send gift to others, but also gives 
them a chance to buy something for themselves. Although purchasing is a 
common activity on ordinary days, people buy expensive things on special days, 
such as Christmas. 
Besides gifts, Christmas cards are sent to express people's greetings with a 
larger scope. It is used especially for friends and relatives who are unable to be 
contacted in person. The social function of sending Christmas cards to keep in 
contact with friends and relatives is undeniable. Virginjoked, "Sending 
Christmas cards is to let friends and relatives know you're alive.，，Moreover, 
Christmas cards are a good carrier of new messages. Ricky did not send 
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Christmas cards in the past but sent her friends Christmas cards this year: "I want 
to tell my friends and relatives that I have moved to a new apartment." 
Some environmental protection organizations ask people not to send 
Christmas cards, because making Christmas cards consumes lots oftrees. 
Therefore, they object to people sending cards made of paper at Christmas. 
Instead, people should send their greetings via e-mail or the Internet. However, 
most people still insist on sending paper cards. One company director said, 
"Sending cards to customers is a form of politeness. It is also a means of 
fT 
reinforcing established relationships. I don't send greetings through e-mail or the 
Internet because it's still not very popular in the Hong Kong business world." 
To celebrate Christmas, party gathering is common activity done by Hong 
� 
Kong people. In the 1990s, there is no need for people to prepare for the party on 
their own. Numerous buffets and party service are provided by hotels and 
restaurants. Party holders are no need to buy food and prepare it by themselves. 
What they need to do is to make a phone call to those hotels or restaurants and 
make an order. Some hotels even provide waiters for the customers. Thus, the 
party holders can enjoy the party and also the service from hotels and restaurants. 
A Time for Earning 
Purchasing and earning are two faces of the same coin, they are 
interdependent. Thus, it can be assumed that the money people use to purchase 
items during Christmas is money they have earned or are currently earning. In 
Hong Kong, Christmas is extremely important in the sense ofmoney-making. 
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People can think a lot of things to gain money. Helping others to construct a 
perfect and true Christmas can also be a way to earn money. For the people who 
enjoy the festival, the contribution of those people for the construction of 
Christmas atmosphere may not be noticed. For instance, the service of Mass 
Transit Railway, Star Ferry, and other public transportation services, extend their 
service hours on Christmas Eve. Some restaurants, boutiques and fast food 
shops also prolong their hours. 
II 
However, making money is not only for full-time workers in the business 
r 
sector, but also for students. The recruitment for part-timejob in Christmas gives 
the opportunity for the students to make money, "It's hard to play all the time 
during vacation. So, I worked in a fast food shop on Christmas Eve to earn 
X 
money. Then, I would have money to spend while gathering with my friends.’�, a 
secondary-school student said. 
In sum, consumerism is important in the Christmas construction in today's 
Hong Kong. The Christmas cards, the Christmas dinner, the Christmas gifts, and 
the Christmas decoration that all can be bought from shops. However,during 
Christmas, people not only purchase, but also earn money at the same time. 
Different companies have to provide extra services, for example to prolong their 
opening hours, for the Christmas revellers. At the same time, these companies 
need to employ more people to provide such services. Christmas, unlike Lunar 
New Year, is not a time for rest but another peak time for sales. 
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Social Relations In Christmas 
Besides consumerism, social relations are another emphasis in celebrations 
for Christmas and other festivals in the modem world. By performing and 
participating in public activities, such as rituals and customs, people have 
common experiences and get the sense ofbelonging to a community. Such sense 
of belonging may or may not involve physical contact between people. It can be 
stimulated by the common experience shared by people. During Christmas, 
social relations between people are reinforced at two levels. One is through 
� 
physical contact, and another is by sharing the common experience of Christmas. 
On the physical level, there is no doubt that Christmas celebrations have the 
function of reinforcing relationships between people. In Hong Kong, gatherings 
and parties for Christmas are arranged a month before the festival and scheduled 
until the New Year. Although these gatherings are under the name ofChristmas, 
they are held for different purposes. Simply speaking, Christmas gatherings can 
be divided by their function as business or non-business. Business parties are 
gatherings for intensifying the relationship between colleagues or business 
partners. Such parties can further be classified as internal and external parties. 
Internal business parties are usually held in the office in the form o f a t e a party 
with the support of the boss. Its purpose is to strengthen the sense of cooperation 
between colleagues and also their sense of belonging to the company. The 
‘ e x t e r n a l party is held among business partners or alliances, and is meant to 
promote and build up the business relationship. Such parties are usually held 
outside the office and more formal. In both internal and external business parties, 
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gift-giving is seldom carried out. 
Non-business Christmas gatherings are held among friends and their purpose 
is only for fun. These gatherings can be held in any form and place, such as tea 
party, buffet or dinner in hotels or at home, or even as cycling, hiking or camping 
in the countryside. By participating in the gatherings, the relationship between 
people are intensified. Superficially, such gatherings seems like other weekend 
party. However, the party attendants are usually friends that have no contact for 
a year. More likely, these gatherings can be viewed as year-end party. Through 
these parties, the ignored relationship is renewed again. 
A Restless Holiday 
In Hong Kong there are two public holidays for Christmas, one on Christmas 
and one on Boxing Day, which is the day after Christmas. However, people tend 
to have busy programs for the vacation, such as decorating their apartments, 
preparing for parties, buying gifts, and attending gatherings. These practices 
seem to be obligations for the festival. Although people decorate their 
apartments for Christmas, most of them do not know why they should do so. 
James decorated his apartment with Christmas trees and colored ribbons two 
weeks before Christmas. Although he lives with his parents, the decoration for 
Christmas is decided by him. James explained, "My parents don't care about 
Christmas. Therefore I have the right to decide the decoration for Christmas. 
But for Lunar New Year, the house decoration is decided by them because 
relatives and friends will come to visit us." For James, decorating the house is 
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just an obligation for the festival, no matter it is a Westem or Chinese festival. 
"It's the custom to do it during this period of time," James said, "just like we bum 
incense for the ancestors everyday and bum other papers for Lunar New Year and 
other Chinese festivals. I learned to do it from the people around me. I don't 
know why I should do it but I just retain the tradition." There is a set of 
Christmas celebration internalized in people's mind. People may not think about 
why they should do it, but just follow others' behaviour. This is how a culture is 
retained and dispersed from generation to generation.“ 
Besides the internal restlessness, external influence by others also make the 
holiday restless. During Christmas, meeting with friends is one custom and 
responsibility. "I really want to rest during the Christmas holidays, but it's hard 
to refuse to go to gatherings with friends, especially those friends I haven't seen 
for a long time," Derek said. He was tired this Christmas from the numerous 
gatherings organized by his friends from secondary school, university, and 
workplace. However, his family does not request him to spend Christmas at 
home. Christmas celebration in Hong Kong mainly focused on friends and 
coworkers, rather than family. 
Besides having parties, people actively arrange other activities in which to 
spend their holidays. These activities may not directly relate to Christmas. 
Some people choose to go camping and hiking during the Christmas holidays. 
Nicholas, a fresh university graduate who works in a computer firm declared, "My 
university classmates went hiking on Boxing Day. It is quite unusual for them to 
do such exhausting exercise the day before work. I think they just wanted to do 
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something for Christmas aside from the boring parties." Unlike other holidays, 
Christmas should be a happy, crowded, andjoyful holiday in people's minds. 
Being alone or staying at home on your own is undesirable. Thus, people keep 
their schedule full of activities. Those activities may not be closely related to 
Christmas. Christmas just gives people an excuse to meet and do something 
together; people have their schedule filled with Christmas programs until the 
beginning of the next year. If there is no holidays for Christmas, it seems that 
people still make a Christmas schedule for themselves'. 
For people who havea longer Christmas vacation, traveling outside ofHong 
Kong is a viable choice. Joan and Grace are teachers who have long Christmas 
vacations. Both of them planned to travel during the holidays. "I like traveling, 
and Christmas is a good time because I have a long vacation. Besides, the 
Christmas programs in Hong Kong are boring', I want to spend my holidays in a 
more fruitful way," Joan declared. 
Apart from making fun in Christmas, some people choose to spend their 
holidays in other ways. Bill, a Christian, chose to become immersed in religious 
matters during Christmas. He is not traveling and he is not partying like the 
others but spend his time in church. "There are lots of programs in my church. 
I try to participate in all these programs and invite my friends to join us. 
Christmas is the most suitable time for preaching since it is a memorial day for the 
birth of Jesus Christ. Although I have no time to meet with my friends during 
Christmas, I don't mind, because it is more important to let people know about 
God," Bill said. 
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For Christmas, there are many ways to spend the festival according to 
people's own choice. Some people choose to gather with friends, some to travel 
outside Hong Kong to have a different Christmas, and some Christians tend to 
sacrifice their time in order to preach. No matter which way they choose, 
Christmas is not really a resting time in people's mind. The holidays for 
Christmas are used to do something different from the ordinary life, but not for 
rest. 
I* 
A Moment of Gathering , 
There is no doubt that Christmas is a good time to meet with people. In 
mass media, such as radio broadcasts and movies, like "A Christmas Carol", 
� 
people are persuaded that it is undesirable to be alone during Christmas. Thus, 
people plan their Christmas schedule with numerous meeting with friends. In 
early December, my friends begin to organize gatherings or parties. "My 
classmates in primary school, secondary school, and university, call me around 
Christmas. I don't know why they don't call me at other holidays but only on 
Christmas. There are only two holidays for Christmas, but I have gatherings 
a^anged until the New Year.", Terence declared. This phenomenon can be 
explained by Daniel who said, "Christmas is a festival at the end of the year and 
it's also a good time to meet friends who haven't had contact for a year." 
Aside from individuals, companies also hold Christmas parties. The 
Christmas party, in this sense, is a means for strengthening connections with 
business partners, customers and staff. Margaret, a custom and excise 
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department staff member, disliked attending parties held by her department, "My 
department holds parties in order to keep in contact with clients. We're urged to 
attend the party, so it's not an occasion for fun, but a duty." Although a festival 
is supposed to be distinguished as a special time separated from ordinary life, it 
also involves ordinary networking during the "celebration" time. 
However, for other parties, it seems that people can escape from ordinary 
work. Jon likes the internal parties held in the department where he works, 
"Although I don't know why the department arranges such a party, I enjoy it 
because there is lots of food to eat and we don't need to work." 
In addition to work places, nearly all secondary schools have Christmas 
parties in class on the day before winter vacation, whether the school has a 
� 
Christian background or not. But when I asked a teacher why her school has 
Christmas parties as it is not part of the religious background of Christianity, she 
said, "Those parties arejust for the celebration of the vacation, not for Christmas." 
Parties held before Christmas at school are common in Hong Kong. Some 
schools organize singing contest or talent shows before Christmas, while others 
may only have food and drinks in the classroom. However, before the Lunar 
New Year holiday, no parties are held in schools. The teacher, Gigi, explained, 
"It's because there are examinations before the Lunar New Year holiday. Thus, 
there's no time to celebrate." However, no parties were held before other 
holidays in schools either. In this sense, schools play an important role in the 
dispersion of Christmas spirit in the community, although teachers insist that the 
schools are not celebrating the Christmas but the holiday from school. 
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Kitty, a secondary school student, declared, “I like the Christmas parties in 
school. Although my classmates and I play around on ordinary days, this is 
different because the teachers also play with you at the Christmas party." For 
Christmas, everything seems so different from the ordinary time in school. The 
state difference between people is minimized and everyone tends to be equally 
treated. 
In the sense of gathering, Christmas brings people to be in a different state 
from that in ordinary life. During Christmas, people gather together physically 
and spiritually. They not only meet with each other, but also do the same things, 
such as decorating the house, preparing parties, attending balls and mass, having 
Christmas dinner, sending gifts, enjoying Christmas lights, and so on. While 
they are doing these things, they also believe they are embodying the Christmas 
spirit - share with social solidarity, togetherness, and equality. 
A Moment for Separation 
Although Christmas is called a time for gathering, separation still exist. 
People who celebrate Christmas may to some degree embody the same spirit, but 
aje separated from those who do not celebrate the festival at the same time. 
Superficially, celebrating Christmas is popular all over Hong Kong, but actually 
there are different degrees of participation in Christmas between various age 
groups of people. Some people are concerned much about Christmas but some 
are not. In Hong Kong, Christmas is welcomed by children and young people 
but not by the elderly; it is a festival for children and young people rather than for 
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the elderly. For many of the elderly in Hong Kong, Lunar New Year is more 
important than Christmas. The importance of these two festivals is different 
because of the meaning underlying them. Christmas emphasizes the 
relationships between individuals, and Lunar New Year stresses the family. 
Thus the adults who have their own family may have more recognition ofLunar 
New Year. But for children and young people, Christmas's emphasis on the 
individual met with their search for individual social relations. Thus, children 
and young people have recognition more with Christmas, than with Lunar New 
Year. Nowadays, in most companies and schools, having parties and sending 
cards for Christmas is a custom that most people do. Children and youngsters in 
such an environment are socialized to celebrate the festival. 
I have interviewed ten married adults regarding their senses ofChristmas. 
Those in their twenties to thirties have strongfeeling for Christmas, whether they 
have children or not. For the informants without children, they enjoy Christmas 
with their friends as they did when they were single. "We celebrate Christmas. 
My husband and I give gifts to each other and go to parties together with friends.”� 
Mrs. Chan said. Even for the young couples with children, Christmas is still a 
big festival, though their celebration for the festival changed. Mrs. Siu, who 
married three years ago and has a two-year old child complained, “Before having 
children, my husband sent me a Christmas tree as a gift for our first Christmas 
after we married. However, after having my first son, my husband bought a 
larger and more decorative one for my son as a gift when he was just one year 
old.” Mr. Siu explained his behavior, "My wife has celebrated Christmas often 
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in the past and I had bought her many gifts for the past Christmases. But it is the 
first Christmas for my son, I want him to have a happy memory of it." Mr. Siu's 
words not only reveal the importance of Christmas to children, but also his 
concem over Christmas. He was deeply concerned about his child's memory of 
the festival even though a one-year-old children remembers nothing. That means, 
Christmas is one of the important festivals in Mr. Siu's head. Mrs. Chan and Mr 
and Mrs Siu's concem about Christmas may be accounted by their socialization in 
Hong Kong. •‘ 
Christmas to those parents in their fifties or above tends to be meaningless. 
Mrs. Cheung is fifty-year-old woman with five children in their twenties. She 
was born and educated in China. When she was eighteen years old, she went to 
Hong Kong. She illustrates the changes of her celebration of Christmas: “As I 
remember, my husband and I went to parties during Christmas even after we were 
married. However, when we had children, we held parties at home and invited 
my sister's family and other friends to come. We also went to buy Christmas 
gifts late at night and placed those gifts on my children's beds, pretending they're 
from Santa Claus. My husband said it's a Westem tradition. He went to 
secondary school on Hong Kong Island and knows more about Westem 
traditions." Mrs. Cheung said this with happiness, but became upset when talking 
about more recent Christmases. "We seldom celebrated Christmas as well as 
gave presents to the children after our children went to secondary school. They 
prefer going out with their friends on Christmas and buying things for themselves. 
To me, Christmas is not so important. It is a Westem festival that doesn't have 
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much meaning for me. What I 'm most concerned about is my children. When 
they were young, they stayed at home and we had a party. Now they celebrate 
Christmas with their friends, so my husband and I don't celebrate it without them. 
Although we dined out and watched a movie last Christmas, I don't think we were 
celebrating the festival." 
On the evening of Christmas Day, 1996，Mrs. Cheung went to the Tin Douh^ 
temple with her friends, all of them in their fifties, to have a vegetarian meal. 
She and her friends are believers of tin douh. There i^e vegetarian meals and 
lectures on the first and fifteenth day of each month in the lunar calendar. 
Christmas Day, 1996 was also the fifteenth day of the eleventh lunar month. 
Thus, Mrs. Cheung and her friends went to the temple. After the meal, they did 
not stay for the lecture but played mahjong in Mrs. Cheung's home, as they do i n � 
ordinary days. Christmas is meaningless to these people. When I asked why 
they did not celebrate Christmas with their families, all of them indicated that 
there are no people to spend Christmas with them at home. All their children are 
adults now and they prefer to spend Christmas with their friends rather than with 
family. 
In sum, Christmas in Hong Kong is a festival for children and youth, but not 
for the elderly. Mrs. Chiu, a friend of Mrs. Cheung, gave an explanation of this 
phenomenon. “I think it's because we didn't receive a Westem education. I 
know nothing about Christmas and it is meaningless to me. In the past, I had 
6 A Chinese popular cult derived from the teaching of the five traditions: Buddhism, Confucianism, 
Taoism, Christianity, and Islam. Please see Bosco (1994). 
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supper with my children to celebrate Christmas, just like the celebration of other 
Chinese festivals." In the minds of people like Mrs. Cheung, the gathering of 
family members is the basic requirement for the celebration of festival. Without 
the whole of the family, the festival becomes insignificant to them. 
For the people who were not educated in Hong Kong, but in China instead, 
Christmas is not celebrated as a festival whether they have children or not. As 
Billy says about his parents, "They didn't celebrate Christmas even when I was a 
young child. They didn't know what Christmas was,” Just as Mrs. Chiu said, 
this may because Billy's parents are immigrants from the Mainland, and did not 
receive any Westem education. Christmas, to people, such as these, has no 
meaning at all. 
In conclusion, Christmas to some degree raised the sense of community by its� 
spirit of togetherness and equality for some people in Hong Kong, especially 
children and young adults. But Christmas means separation of family. It 
distinguished the elderly from children and young couples. 
4. Cultural Analysis 
Westernness 
Christmas has been celebrated in Hong Kong for over a hundred and fifty 
years, and the ways of Christmas celebration in Hong Kong are quite different 
from those of Westem societies. Localization of Christmas celebration is 
inevitable because of the limitation of resources and the influence of cultural 
tradition. In the early period of the introduction of Christmas in Hong Kong, 
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turkey, as an ingredient in Christmas dinner, was not so available, so people used 
chicken as a substitute in making Christmas dinner. Also, caroling in Hong 
Kong was not common even in the 1970s. Christmas consumption was minimal 
in Hong Kong because people were fighting to make a living. As the economy 
ofHong Kong came to flourish since the end of the 1970s, its contact with the 
world, especially with Westem societies, increased. More and more information 
and resources flowed from Westem societies to Hong Kong and vice versa, as 
well as around the world. When the living standard increased in Hong Kong, 
people no longer only required the basic needs of clothing and food, but also 
something more sophisticated. In the minds ofHong Kong people, Christmas is 
a Western festival because of its origin, but they are searching for ways to make 
the festival suit their own imagination. Conspicuous consumption of food and � 
clothing can no longer satisfy people's demand. They are searching for 
something beyond physical need, such as the feeling of authenticity. For instance, 
lots ofyoungsters go to Lan Kwai Fong, an area ofHong Kong, where there are 
many Westerners and Westem bars and restaurants, to get the feeling ofhaving a 
Westem Christmas. Today, not only Christian churches organize caroling groups 
to spread the religious messages in Christmas, but there are also non-religious 
groups. 
In Hong Kong, it is difficult to take away the Westem attributes of Christmas. 
This phenomenon can be explained by the history ofHong Kong and the power 
discrepancy between different countries particularly between Great Britain and 
China. Christmas is an example of British conquest in history and its cultural 
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hegemony. This festival indicates the history of Hong Kong as a colony of 
Britain, although there is also an increment of information on Christmas from 
other countries. In a larger sense, Hong Kong people still tend to choose cultural 
products from Westem Europe and America, rather than from Eastem countries, 
except Japan. This is mainly because of the discrepancy of power, in economical 
and political aspects, of different countries, and their corresponding cultural 
influence. 
I* 
Dialectics in Constructing Christmas 
The making of Christmas is a dialectical process which involves both private 
and public construction. On the one hand, personal construction of Christmas is 
affected by the social construction of the festival. From year to year, the social � 
construction of Christmas leads people to make up their own Christmas. On the 
other hand, the summation of every personal decision, though such decision may 
under influence of the culture in certain extent, in Hong Kong makes up the social 
construction of Christmas in Hong Kong. Such dialectical processes can be 
understood in terms of the triangular relationship between society and human 
beings set forth by Berger and Luckmann in The Social Construction of Society. 
"Society is a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man is a social 
product" (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 61). Christmas is the product of human 
beings: in that individual people create, from the available materials, than an 
senses of Christmas. Christmas is also an objective reality, in that that materials 
for the construction of Christmas are an objective product of history. For 
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example, Christmas was celebrated in Hong Kong mainly by Westerners with 
Christian beliefs in Hong Kong's early period of colonization. Christmas was 
thus constructed as a Westem religious day. As Hong Kong became wealthier, 
Christmas became more and more a commercial day. In recent decades 
conspicuous consumption of food and clothes alone could not fulfill the demand 
of people anymore. Thus, the business sectors introduced more cultural products 
for the decoration ofHong Kong people's Christmas, such as the "Westem" Santa 
Claus, sophisticated Westem dishes, and expensive ornaments. At the same time, 
Christmas remains distinct from Chinese festivals celebrated in Hong Kong. 
ChristmaS'An Everlasting Process of Construction 
In Hong Kong, celebrating public holidays that occur during the Christmas � 
season is for most people more important than celebrating the religious meaning 
of Christmas. Fred, a university student, showed his pleasure regarding 
Christmas. When I asked why he felt happy about Christmas, he answered, "It's 
because there are holidays for Christmas." Joan loves Christmas also because it 
gives her time to travel. However, there are many more meanings to Christmas 
besides holidays. During Christmas, people are busy decorating their houses, 
preparing for parties, and buying gifts for friends. For some people, Christmas is 
meaningful in the sense of strengthening relationships between friends. To many 
Christians, Christmas is a time for preaching. To public services staff, Christmas 
is a time for eaming extra money. To the elderly, Christmas is a time of 
loneliness and a time for the separation of the family. 
7 6 
No matter what meanings people give to Christmas, they are constructing 
Christmas and also their memories at the same time. People extract different 
public symbols to create their own Christmas. Certain elements are essential for 
some people but not for others in their construction of Christmas. In the 
selection process, people are restricted by their particular identity and history, but, 
they are also making or reinforcing their identity through their choices. For 
example, Christians are requested to attend the gatherings held by churches during 
Christmas. However, they still have freedom to choose whether or not to attend 
these gatherings, or to join other activities held by non-Christians. Every small 
decision builds up one's sense of identity in various ways. 
In the 20th century, everywhere is，to some degree, deterritorialized because 
of the advanced technology in transportation and information flow. People c a n � 
get more and more information on lifestyles m different cultures. As more 
information is being grasped, people know that there is not only one lifestyle to 
follow and ask for more freedom to choose what they want. Thus, the boundary 
between cultural identities is lessened. People can choose to buy cultural 
products or to follow the cultural practices from different cultures. As Mathews 
wrote in his paper "Names and Identities in the Hong Kong Cultural Supermarket" 
(Mathews 1996), such phenomenon can be understood by the concept of "cultural 
supermarket". Today, the cultural products and practices are like the products 
displayed on the shelf in supermarket. The customers are free to choose from the 
limited supply. Although people are free to choose, they are affected by the 
nurture of their own culture to some degree, and very much by their social worlds. 
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The implicit cultural constraints still work on influencing people's choice, but the 
space for people to choose is absolutely increasing. For example, Christians can 
choose not to attend activities held by Christian churches while non-Christians can 
choose to join the Christian religious activities. External behaviour is no longer 





Chapter 4 Inheritance of Lunar New Year in Hong Kong 
Lunar New Year is not a recent festival in Hong Kong or other Chinese 
communities; it is a traditional festival believed to have long roots and retaining 
many customs. From the past it is hard to outline an orthodox celebration for 
Lunar New Year because of the multi-ethnic feature of Chinese culture and the 
influence ofhistorical change, but performing 'traditional' customs on Lunar New 
Year is still a favourite means of celebration in people's mind. While celebrating 
Lunar New Year, Chinese reaffirm their cultural identity by performing certain 
rituals associated with thefestival. In Hong Kong, Chinese experience Lunar 
New Year from the time they are infants. The customs and rituals repeated every 
year reinforce their constructions of this festival. 
� 
1. Lunar New Year in Life 
In the twelfth month of the lunar calendar, usually in January on Western 
calendar, Chinese in Hong Kong start to prepare for the coming of the Lunar New 
Year. There is no need to be reminded by the mass-media, as many rituals are 
carried out with no such prompting. "At the end of the lunar year, the festive 
atmosphere for Lunar New Year becomes stronger and stronger, there are scenes 
related to the New Year in the markets, which cause people to sense the 
approaching of Lunar New Year" (Kwan 1989). Banks in Hong Kong prepare 
for the big withdrawal of deposits prior to the Chinese New Year. The 
withdrawal will begin sometime in January and will last through the month until 
the end of the lunar year. Meanwhile, though Chinese New Year is still more 
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than one and a half months away, Hong Kong begins to prepare for this major 
festival. Many people buy warm clothes for the start of the cold months which 
come with it7 
"There are lots of people who withdrew money or requested money 
exchanges for packing leih sih [the red pocket or lucky money give to friends and 
relatives by married couples] two weeks before Lunar New Year .� ’�a bank teller 
said. Clothes and household product retailers held "winter sales" and "New Year 
Sales": "We just want to sell as much of the old fashions before Lunar New Year. 
Then we can introduce the new ones after Lunar New Year. At that time, people, 
especially the youngsters have more purchasing power after receiving red pocket 
money," Jerry, the manager of a fashion shop, declared. "Many shops want to 
sell out their stocks during the New Year and will lower their prices," Mr. L e u n g � 
Yiu-chau, the manager of the Chung Kiu Ginseng Provision Co Ltd., said when 
interviewed by a reporter of the Hong Kong Standard (Cheung 1989). 
Companies are busy counting commissions and bonuses for their staffbefore the 
Chinese New Year. The farmers who plant peach, tangerine, and mandarin 
orange trees, and other New Year flowers, such as chrysanthemums, are busy 
selling their plants and applying for stall space at flower fairs. Barber shops and 
salons start doubling their prices on the fifteenth day of the twelfth lunar month. 
Restaurants prepare New Year feasts in every way from creating dishes and 
buying ingredients to advertising. 
For individuals, exchanging money for leih sih’ buying dried food for annual 
7 The Lunar New Year usually takes place in January or February. 
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dinners and buying products for cleaning the house are preludes to the Lunar New 
Year. During the week before Lunar New Year, people clean their houses which 
is a traditional ritual symbolizing the sweeping away ofbad luck and evil spirits. 
After cleaning the house, some people buy peach trees and mandarin orange plants 
and place them in the living room. Blossoming flowers and fruits means 
prosperity. In addition, watermelon seeds, candies, and chocolates are bought to 
serve guests during Lunar New Year, and red greeting papers are bought and stuck 
on the wall. ,‘ 
Aside from decorating the house, people have their haircut and buy new 
clothes according to tradition. Haircuts should be done before Lunar New Year 
because in the New Year month, no cutting is allowed. "I must have my hair cut 
before Lunar New Year.", Irene said. Venus bought new clothes, bags, and shoes 
for the festival, "Lunar New Year is the beginning of a year. Therefore, 
everything should be new." 
The festive spirit ofLunar New Year greatly depends on the many rituals 
associated with it. While people perform these rituals, the festival is constructed. 
It seems there is a set of rules and behavior already established for people to 
follow. In Hong Kong, Lunar New Year is viewed as a traditional Chinese 
festival with many customs believed to be inherited from classical Chinese culture. 
Although the rituals have been simplified in this era, their impression on people is 
very strong, as we will discuss. 
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2. Constructing Via Customs and Myths 
In the celebration ofLunar New Year, numerous customs and rituals are 
major elements. Commodities, full of symbolic meanings are also inevitable in 
constructing a perfect Lunar New Year. Without the traditional customs and 
symbolic commodities, the festive atmosphere for Lunar New Year is weakened. 
Traditionally, rituals done for Lunar New Year can be divided into two 
groups: ritual done before the New Year's Day, and rituals done after the New 
Year's Day. However, whether the ritual is done before or after New Year's Day, 
there is myth or special symbolic meaning underlying each ritual. 
Rituals before New Year*s Day 
The celebration ofLunar New Year starts just after the Winter Solstice {dung 
ji 冬至)，that is the coming of winter. The first ritual is jeh jou (謝‘灶 
thanksgiving to the Kitchen God), which is done "on the fourteenth day of the 
twelfth lunar month" (Fong 1993: 38). The myth of explaining this custom has 
two versions. One tells us that the Heavenly God had a daughter. This 
daughter married a youngster who worked in the kitchen. She was very 
compassionate, she always took food from her father's home and distributed it to 
the poor. This made the Heavenly God very angry, and he forbade his daughter 
to visit him except once a year. So, she went home at the end of each year and 
tried to get as much food as possible for the poor to assure that they can have a 
warm and rich Lunar New Year. In one version of the myth, the daughter of the 
Heavenly God has the same charateristic as the Kitchen God, who went back to 
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heaven only once a year, at the end of the year; indeed, it seems that she is the 
kitchen God. Another version said that once upon a time, there was a literati 
who studied late at night. When his wife was sleeping, he had an extramarital 
affair with his maid. At the same time, his wife had a dream. She saw the 
Kitchen God write down her husband's sin in a book. The next day, the wife 
told her husband about the dream, her husband was afraid and strictly controlled 
his behaviour after that (Fung 1984). Here, the Kitchen God is a reporter to the 
Heavenly God, who records the merits and demerits qf every household. In these 
two versions, the Kitchen God has quite a different personality. The former 
version stresses that the Kitchen God is very compassionate but the later version 
emphasizes his justice. The ritual of jeh jou is based on the latter myth, leading 
to the ritual that every household offers sweets to the Kitchen God in order to l e t � 
him tell something good to the Heavenly God. In this way, people can gain good 
fortune in the new year from the Heavenly God. 
The next ritual done is sai laaht taat (洗邋遢 clean away the dirty things) on 
the twenty-eighth day of the twelfth lunar month. This custom is to clean away 
the evil spirits and bad luck hidden in the house. People think that after 
sweeping away these evil spirits, the coming year will be full of good luck. 
On New Year's Eve, children living in village are told to go out and walk 
around the village together with a lantem to maaih laahn (賣懶 sweep away 
laziness). Along the way, they can talk and sing loudly. The function of this 
ritual is to use the children to against the attack of evil spirits on the elderly. 
Children are the symbol of l i fe who are full of energy and believed to be closer to 
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the gods because they are less polluted by human society. The elderly are 
believed to be the weakest group and the people who are easily attacked by evil 
spirits. But this ritual is no longer done in city because of the dangers caused. 
Rituals on and after New Year,s Day 
On New Year's Day, the first ritual is to dress up in new clothes and give 
offerings to the ancestors at home. In the ritual, people tell their ancestors of the 
coming of the new year, give thanks to them because ,they gave life, and pray for 
good fortune in the new year. This ritual illustrates the emphasis on family and 
seniority in Chinese culture. Even when people are dead, they will not be 
forgetten by their descendants. Moreover, even when individuals are forgotten, 
they are remembered within the general category of ancestors. � 
Then the family goes to visit other families, that is baai nihn (拜年).There 
is a clear set of priorities for the home visit. People should visit their relatives 
first and then their friends. To visit the relatives, there is also a ranking priority 
is given to the people who are on the highest position in the genealogy. This 
custom ensures the families keep in contact at least once a year. Such ritual can 
continue for a long time, maybe until after the first lunar month. 
On New Year's Day, people should not take lives. Therefore, only 
vegetarian meals can be served on New Year's Day. On the second day o fNew 
Year, there is no restriction on eating meat. Hence, people prepare lots of food in 
the first meal on this day. This meal is called hoi nihn faahn (開年飯 a meal for 
the start of a year). The third day o fNew Year is chik hau (赤口 quarreling 
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mouth). On this day, going out for home visits is discouraged. People once 
believed that quarreling easily occurs on this day. Today's explanation for this 
day is that people may be exhausted in the last few days of the preparation for the 
New Year celebration. Their patience wears thin, thus they easily quarrel with 
one another. In Hong Kong, most Chinese follow all these rituals on and after 
New Year's Day. People believe that if they do not follow the customs, they will 
have bad luck in the coming year. Year after year, children and young people are 
more or less socialized to follow all the rituals for Lunar New Year. 
� 
3. Unified Meanings of Lunar New Year 
A Family Festival 
The Chinese have a long tradition of celebrating Lunar New Year. � 
According to Illar, the author of The Americanization of Chinese New Year, the 
intellectual root of Chinese Lunar New Year can be traced back to 2255 BC when 
five types of ceremonies were created by Emperor Shun of China. Those 
ceremonies fit under the categories of propitious, somber, martial, amicable, and 
elation. The Lunar New Year festival, as the beginning of the year, is marked by 
the first type of ceremony, symbolic of harmony and unity. Through practicing 
these ceremonies dedicated to heaven and the ancestors, social roles are taught and 
culture harmonized (Illar 1993: 11-12). 
Lunar New Year as a family festival is widely accepted in Hong Kong. It 
may be because the Lunar New Year traditions are strongly related to family. 
Most of the New Year rituals are believed to be inherited from the old Chinese 
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traditions which stressed the harmony of the family. Also, Lunar New Year is a 
good time for educating the children and young people about the importance of 
family in Chinese culture. Thus, the space for the individual to recreate the 
festival in his or her own way is much less than that at Christmas. 
According to Illar, Chinese festivals were created for the teaching of roles 
through practicing the ceremonies dedicated to heaven and the ancestors {Illar 
1993: 11 -12). Although most of the religious rituals regarding the ancestors have 
been diminished, other rituals performed during today's Lunar New Year still 
stress the solidarity of family. For example, for the annual dinner held on New 
Year's Eve, all family members are required to attend. The family is also seen as 
a basic unit for action in the outside world, which is embodied in the home visit 
done on the Lunar New Year. � 
On New Year's Eve, Hong Kong Chinese insist on having an annual dinner 
with their family. James called all his siblings to go home to have dinner on 
New Year's Eve, "the family must gather on New Year's Eve. It is what tuen nin 
(團年 consolidation) means." The secondary students I interviewed have a 
different view. "I prefer to go out with friends. But all my friends stayed home 
to have the annual dinner. Thus, I had dinner at home and went out with them 
after dinner," one student said. Although people have different views toward the 
annual dinner, they still participate in the ritual reinforcing the construction of 
Lunar New Year as a family festival. 
Another prominent Lunar New Year ritual related to the family is the home 
visit. Although home visits provide a chance for extended family to meet, this 
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ritual has been reduced in recent times. One reason for this is that with the 
nuclearization of families in Hong Kong, the network of relatives becomes smaller. 
Another is the scattering of relatives due to emigration. As many Chinese 
residents in Hong Kong migrated from the Mainland, their relatives are in China 
rather than in Hong Kong; many more relatives live overseas. Thus, huge 
numbers of people travelled to China to spend their Lunar New Year. They 
travelled to visit their eldest kin according to the custom. On New Year's Day, 
the first destination to visit is the eldest kin in the descent line, usually the 
grandparents. “I must go to my grandma's house on New Year's Day. It is the 
first obligation ofLunar New Year. Then, I can go anywhere with my friends. 
My parents don't ask me to go to other relatives' homes," Doris, a secondary 
student said. Today, youngsters in Hong Kong do not like to go to relatives � 
homes because "it's boring." “I know nothing about my relatives. We don't 
have any contact throughout the year. I don't know how to talk with them while 
visiting during Lunar New Year," Peggy said. Kent declared, “I have nothing to 
do at my relatives' homes at Lunar New Year. My parents play mahjong with 
them. My cousins and I have no common interests to talk about." 
Aside from the cultural implications o f N e w Year rituals, the function of 
family solidarity during Lunar New Year can be explained sociologically. An 
article in Kung Kao Po, a Hong Kong Catholic newspaper, stated that, “Just as 
spring comes at the end of winter, Lunar New Year is a good time for the 
consolidation of family. Although it is a traditional Chinese festival, it still has 
value in a modem city. Because family members seldom meet and talk together 
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while they are busy at their study or at work on ordinary days, Lunar New Year 
gives an opportunity for them to put down their work and send their care and 
greetings to one another." (Faith and Peace Association ofHong Kong Catholics 
1996). 
In the New Year's speech given by the representatives of the six major 
religions in Hong Kong, including Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, 
Protestantism and Catholicism, family is stressed as the basic unit of society. 
"Society is formed by families, families are made of 90uples, and the couples are 
linked by marriage. Families are the foundation of society, prosperous leaves 
depend on strong roots" (Tong 1996). 
Around Lunar New Year as earlier noted, many people travel to the Mainland. 
"A record number of people crossed the Lo Wu border during the Lunar New Yeal 
holiday... a record-breaking 446,607 people crossed the border into China." 
(Morrow 1997). The major reason for this occurrence is the reunification of 
family members. "Lunar New Year is a good chance for the citizens to reunite 
with their relatives on the Mainland. Every year, several hundred thousand 
people retum to the Mainland for Lunar New Year. This year is no different, 
with masses of people congesting railway stations." {Hwa Kiu Jih Pao Feb. 5, 
1989). Since many Hong Kong Chinese emigrated from China since the 1960s, 
they still have families on the Mainland. Thus during Lunar New Year, a time 
traditionally put aside for the reunification of the family, these emigrants return to 
their former homes on the Mainland to gather with relatives. Mrs. Tang's 
parents and some of her siblings are still living in China. She travels there on the 
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third day of the Spring Festival every year. Although it is difficult to go to the 
Mainland during Spring Festival due to the crowds trying to cross the border, Mrs. 
Tang considers it valuable because "Lunar New Year is a family festival. It is 
important to re-unite the family during this festival." 
An Experience of Community 
In Hong Kong, whole communities composed mainly of Chinese celebrate 
Lunar New Year. It is what Gadamer calls "an experience of the community”. 
In Gadamer's view, festival celebrations are a type of custom where people gather 
together but do not necessarily know what the celebrations are for. "We are 
gathered together for something, although no one can say exactly for what it is that 
we come together... celebration has its own specific kinds of representation. I t s � 
established and customary forms have all been hallowed by ancient usage, so that 
we have become accustomed to doing things in a given way" (Gadamer 1989: 40). 
This is quite true for Lunar New Year in Hong Kong. Hong Kong Chinese 
celebrate Lunar New Year in a customary way through performing certain rituals 
and avoiding taboos. There are many customs that people perform for Lunar 
New Year, the meanings of which are not known or have been forgotten. 
Although the meaning is forgotten, people insist on doing things, such as hair-
cutting before Lunar New Year. “I don't buy clothes for Lunar New Year but I 
do insist on having my hair cut for the festival. I don't know the meaning of 
hair-cutting before Lunar New Year. It 'sjust one of my habits," Irene said. 
There are many of these "habitual ways" for passing Lunar New Year, from 
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cleaning the house, to buying new clothes or having your hair cut, to wandering 
the flower fairs, visiting relatives, enjoying a fireworks display, going to a temple, 
and so on. James engaged in most of these New Year customs although he is just 
twenty-six years old. Although he says he leamt them from his mother, he also 
says he feels the festive atmosphere ofLunar New Year himself when he engages 
in these customs. "Every year, I buy a peach tree for Lunar New Year. Some 
people say that placing peach tree at home can indicate love affairs in the coming 
year, but I do the custom without any such intention; J，m just following the 
traditions." ^ 
Being a Chinese ‘big’ festival, Chineseness therefore is emphasized for 
Lunar New Year. One informant said, "Lunar New Year is a Chinese festival. 
Therefore, everything should be done in a Chinese way, for example, we have � 
Chinese dishes for the annual dinner. I can't imagine people celebrating Lunar 
New Year with Westem food. You can't offer the ancestors French fries and 
hamburgers." 
No matter how little knowledge about New Year customs the Hong Kong 
Chinese actually grasp, Lunar New Year arouses the identity of many of them as 
Chinese. This is shown by their conversations with me. Gigi felt upset about 
her limited knowledge o f N e w Year customs. “As a Hong Kong Chinese, I know 
little about New Year customs. Most of this knowledge comes from the mass 
media, such as television and radio programs," she said. She felt that this may be 
the reason why her enthusiasm for celebrating Lunar New Year is less than it 
might be. Mrs. Tang loves Lunar New Year even though her expenditure for the 
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festival is great. She have to buy dried sea food for annual dinner, gifts and fruits 
for home visit, flowers for house decoration, candies for relatives and friends who 
come and pack leih sih. Although there are many customs for Lunar New Year, 
such as house cleaning, ancestor worship, the annual dinner preparation, buying 
gifts, and packing leih sih, she feels happy because she thinks that doing these 
customs "brings good fortune for my family and children on the one hand, and 
gives me a chance to communicate with other people on the other." She 
exhibited pride in her knowledge of the customs, “I ajn a Chinese, I know much 
about the traditional festivals." 
A Carnival of Customs 
The construction of Lunar New Year in Hong Kong is intertwined with the � 
customs surrounding it. Many customs, such as hair cutting, house cleansing, 
flower displaying, candy serving, and giving out red pockets have been retained 
from the past, or have been brought from China, yet some changes are inevitable 
given the amount of social change in Hong Kong over the past few decades. 
Such changes causes some customs to be altered or made totally impractical, 
affecting people's construction ofLunar New Year as a festival. 
For example, the ingrediants for meals on festivals has changed along with 
the economic growth of Hong Kong. "When I was young, there was chicken for 
the annual dinner. It was very special at that time because we could not afford to 
have chicken everyday. But nowadays, we have chicken for nearly every meal. 
It is not so special as in the past." Many customs related to consumption do not 
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remain any more because of the flourishing of consumption in daily life, making 
holiday consumption not so special. Ivy and Gigi did not buy new clothes 
especially for Lunar New Year. “I used to buy new clothes for Lunar New Year. 
But now, I can buy clothes any day. Buying new clothes is not special in today's 
Hong Kong," Ivy said. Gigi declared, "Festivals used to be a reason for 
consuming. Today, people buy things everyday. Whether it is a festival or not 
is not so important forjustifying consumption." 
Some customs become more important because ,of the changes of other 
customs; the annual dinner is one example. In Hong Kong, having the annual 
dinner is becoming more and more important. It is still a remarkable New Year 
custom to people in Hong Kong. “I called my sisters to come back to have the 
annual dinner on New Year's Eve. It's the custom that all family members � 
should be together on New Year's Eve," James said. For the people who cannot 
celebrate the New Year with their family, having the annual dinner is the only 
celebration for Lunar New Year among family members. Ivy said, “My parents 
went away during Lunar New Year. Therefore, I didn't need to perform most of 
the customs. However, they had to stay home to have the annual dinner with me 
before going traveling." However, having the annual dinner is not special for the 
people who have dinner with their family every day. Daniel said, "My family 
members all have dinner together everyday, so there's no special feeling about 
having dinner together for Lunar New Year." 
Another Lunar New Year tradition is the home visit. Mrs. Tang, fifty years 
old, enjoys Lunar New Year very much, especially the home visit. She actively 
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organizes home visits even i fhe r children do not go with her, and usually stays at 
one home the entire day playing mahjong with relatives or friends. Such home 
visits continue for a month. "It's not too late to do a New Year's visit in the 
tenth month if you have the thoughts". During interviews Mrs. Tang used this 
proverb repeatedly. However, for those people with a small family, the home 
visit tradition is not so prominent. Ivy came to Hong Kong with her family 
nineteen years ago when she was six. Since she has few relatives in Hong Kong 
and in the mainland, she has not done a home visit fojr seven years. Her parents 
have spent every Lunar New Year since then abroad for travelling and Ivy spends 
most of Lunar New Year with her friends or stays at home with her brother. In 
1996，on the New Year's Day she went to yam chah (飮茶 have a breakfast in a 
Chinese restaurant) with her brother. “I go to yam chah with my brother on � 
holidays, it 's not a really special thing for Luhar New Year. On the contrary, 
going to yam chah on Lunar New Year's Day is very stupid, because there's a 
twenty percent service charge, double the usual ten percent." 
Bob, a secondary school teacher in his twenties, indicated his lack of 
recognition ofLunar New Year and New Year customs, "I have no relatives in 
Hong Kong and in the mainland, so it 's boring because I have no need to do the 
New Year visit. Most of the time，I played poker with my parents and watched 
television. Lunar New Year should be a traditional festival for family and 
relatives. But for me, it 's meaningless because I have few relatives." As the 
social structure changes, New Year customs change or disappear among some 
people, affecting their construction ofLunar New Year. 
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Leih sih is also a popular tradition, especially for children and unmarried 
adults. Leih sih is the lucky money packed in a red packet which is given to 
unmarried friends and relatives by those who are married. In Chinese culture, 
having one's family is a kind ofblessing. Giving leih sih is to pass one's good 
luck onto others, especially those who do not have their own family yet. Often, 
an unmarried person can make over one thousand dollars from leih sih. 
Therefore, some young people choose to stay in Hong Kong during Lunar New 
Year to gain money through leih sih. Joan, a primary school teacher who loves 
traveling, did not plan to travel during this Lunar New Year vacation, "because i f I 
leave, I'll lose a chance to eam leih sih money." Ivy said she saved the money 
she was given as leih sih when she was young. But when she had grown up, the 
amount ofmoney was relatively small, so she spent it as ordinary pocket m o n e y . � 
Bob used to be attracted by leih sih eamings in the past, but this money became 
less important to him after he graduated from college and began earning a regular 
salary. 
In the minds of most people, Lunar New Year is a festival circumscribed by 
numerous customs and taboos. For people who do not like Lunar New Year, this 
abundance of customs and taboos is the reason for their avoidance o f the festival. 
Jessica does not like Lunar New Year: "It's troublesome because there are lots of 
taboos, such as not being able to wash your hair on New Year's Day, being careful 
not to break things, and being careful about what one says." Although Jessica 
does not like the taboos, she follows them because of the social pressure. For 
people who like Lunar New Year on the other hand, the customs help put them in 
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the mood to celebrate Lunar New Year. “I do the customs because it makes me 
feel the festive atmosphere," James said, indicating that he uses the New Year 
customs to remind himself of the coming of Lunar New Year. The customs 
make his Lunar New Year meaningful. 
4. Reconstructing Lunar New Year 
The abundant traditions bound with Lunar New Year, although inherited 
from classical Chinese history, have not remained fro,zen, but have undergone 
sometimes profound change. Some traditions have been simplified, and others 
have faded away. Some traditions were lost and new ones invented to take their 
place. Through performing these changing rituals and customs, Lunar New Year 
is culturally reconstructed year after year. � 
Lost Traditions 
Although there are many complex customs and rituals for Lunar New Year, 
people tend to simplify them and/or perform other general activities to replace the 
complicated rituals. The rituals for worshipping the Kitchen God and ancestors 
are performed by fewer and fewer households. According 1993 article, "Lunar 
New Year Customs & Their Symbolic Meaning for H.K. Families" in The Hong 
Kong Anthropologist, "On the fourteenth day of twelfth lunar month, there is 
ritual tse tsao (jeh jou\ thanksgiving to the Kitchen God. The Kitchen God is 
the one who knows all the behaviors and merits of the family members. At the 
end of every year, the Kitchen God goes back to heaven and reports to the 
9 5 
Heavenly God the good and bad conduct of the household. The Heavenly God 
gives good or bad luck to the household according to their behaviour. Therefore, 
people offer sweets to the Kitchen God during the ritual to make him say 
something good to the Heavenly God." (Fong 1993: 38). But by the 1990s, such 
a ritual was seldom performed in Hong Kong. The reason for such change has 
been a general loss of faith in popular Chinese religious beliefs, and, in 
accordance with this, unfavorable views given to ritual. Mrs. Tse explained why 
she did not perform jeh jou (謝灶)，"I hadn't called fpr the Kitchen God at the 
beginning of the year. So, there's no need to jeh jou at the end of the year. I 
don't like the meaning of offering something in order to get a good report. It 
seems like corruption." Although the ICAC (Independent Commision Against 
Corruption), an important investigative body in Hong Kong, would hardly arrest ‘ 
people who give offerings to Kitchen God, the cultural value of giving offereings 
is unfavorable because of the new social value of equality. 
Not only are religious rituals becoming less and less attractive, but so is the 
flower fair. The New Year flower fair used to be a welcome program in Hong 
Kong. "Buying a suitable peach tree, water lily, and mandarin oranges becomes 
the citizens' essential program for Lunar New Year, symbolizing their hopes for 
good luck, prosperity, and love during the coming year." {Hwa Kiu Jih Pao Feb. 5, 
1989). Although there are still flower fairs held during the Lunar New Year, 
they're not as popular as in the past. In the past, the flower fair benefited both 
customers and sellers. When the public transportation systems, shopping malls 
and shopping centres were not so developed, people could buy many things other 
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than flowers and plants at the flower fair. As the economy developed in Hong 
Kong, however more shopping malls and shopping centres were set up, and flower 
fairs no longer had to fulfill that need. Today people can buy anything with a 
guarantee in quality in the shopping centres, but not at the flower fair. Although 
lots of people still go to the flower fair, they do not buy things as much as they 
used to. They go there just to fulfill the tradition. "It's the tradition for having 
good luck if you go to the flower fair," Fred said. At the flower fair, people now 
usually tend to buy only flowers and other potted plants. The sale of other things, 
such as toys and clothes, is not good, and commodities which are inaccessible in 
shopping malls experience better sales, such as the Goddess ofDemocracy figures 
and mugs sold in 1990，the year after the Tiananmen Square Incident. “The four 
booths set up by the Hongkong Alliance In Support of the Patriotic Democratic � 
Movement in China ....had a million dollars worth of transactions during the 
week-long fair." (Shin 1990). 
The previous variety o f N e w Year foods has also been reduced to certain 
kinds of food now made by manufacturers instead of made at home. As Irene 
explained, "I remember my mother made New Year cakes, carrot cakes, and other 
traditional New Year food when I was young. Now, she doesn't make these. 
We usually buy the cakes. People are too busy enough. We have no time to do 
so much for Lunar New Year." 
Some traditions have been lost due to government policy, firecrackers being 
one example. Firecrackers played an important role in the construction of Lunar 
New Year, functioning to scare away evil spirit that bring bad luck to people. 
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However, such tradition was no longer seen in the city since 1968. In the 1970s, 
setting off firecrackers was still practised during Lunar New Year in the New 
Territories. "My brother set off firecrackers for Lunar New Year when I was in 
primary school in the 1970s. At that time, firing them off was forbidden, but it 
wasn't so strict in the New Territories. You could hear the sound of the fire 
crackers everywhere in the New Territories," Doris, who lived in Yuen Long, said. 
In the 1990s，fewer people set off firecrackers in Hong Kong because of the 
bankruptcy of the fire cracker factory in the New Territories. Instead, people go 
to the mainland, where setting off firecrackers is allowed. “I went to the 
Mainland with my friends for the Lunar New Year holidays to set off fire-crackers 
and fireworks there," said Henry, explaining why he spent the Lunar New Year in 
Mainland in 1997. Alternatively, people in Hong Kong watch the large � 
fireworks display over Victoria Harbor organized by the Urban Council on the 
second day of the New Year. Larry who immigrated from the Mainland, said, 
"When I first came to Hong Kong, I found Lunar New Year in Hong Kong not 
very interesting because no fire-crackers are allowed. Now, I'm accustomed to it 
and enjoy the fireworks in Victoria Harbor on television as a substitute.，， 
Creation of Traditions 
While some old New Year traditions are lost, new ones are created, such as, 
as noted above, the fireworks displays over Victoria Harbor. Such locally 
created programs for Lunar New Year seem welcomed by the public. As mass 
media industry is well developed in Hong Kong, people can choose different ways 
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to enjoy the fireworks. Some people choose to watch the fireworks along the 
harbor because of the festive atmosphere made by the crowd. “The atmosphere 
here is stronger than watching it on television at home," a participant said. But 
some prefer to stay home and watch it on television, "I like to watch the fireworks 
on television at home. It's too crowded on the shores of the harbor. And I can 
do other things while watching them on television at home." No matter what 
way they choose to do it, watching the fireworks display has become a Lunar New 
Year tradition in Hong Kong. ,‘ 
The Lunar New Year fireworks display has been held since 1982. "The 
fireworks display program was organized by the Urban Council, sponsored by 
large commercial groups. In 1982, the British invested the Jardine Company 
with the purpose of celebrating its 150 years anniversary, using 1.1 million H o n g � 
Kong dollars for the first New Year fireworks display. The following year, the 
company sponsored the fireworks display again. Then, it was supported by other 
commercial sectors." (Chan 1994: 101). At the end of 1990's, the Chinese 
companies have taken over sponsorship of the fireworks display. The Lunar 
New Year fireworks display not only provides a recreation program for the public, 
but also gives a chance to the business sectors to promote themselves. 
Another locally created Lunar New Year celebration is the parade held in 
Tsimshatsui on New Year's Day, sponsored by the Tourist Association since 1995. 
It is a programme specially designed for tourists. In order to provide service for 
the visitors, some restaurants and shopping malls were also opened before and 
after the parade. The scene for Lunar New Year is changing from a festival of 
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community gathering to another occasion for consumption. However, it is 
interesting that the parade spectators include not only tourists, but also many local 
Chinese. "There is nothing to do during Lunar New Year, so I bring my children 
to watch the parade," Mr. Ho said. "It's boring visiting relatives, so I choose to 
watch the parade," Susan said. I went to enjoy the parade on New Year's Day 
1996. It was composed of different groups of performers from organizations of 
different nationalities. Despite the presentation of figures of the twelve animals 
corresponding to the twelve lunar months in the opei;ing ceremony, the theme of 
the parade seemed not to be a celebration ofLunar New Year, but rather, the 
promotion ofHong Kong as an international cosmopolis. 
Boundless Traditions � 
Aside from the locally created, new traditions for Lunar New Year, some 
ethnic or regional Lunar New Year rituals and customs tend to be dispersed and 
practised by people of other ethnicities, or from different regions in China. 
Worshipping Che Kung is one example of these regional rituals. On the third 
day of the New Year, people living in different districts in Hong Kong go to Che 
Kung Temple, which is in Shatin, to pray for good fortune. This custom is 
specific to the Shatin district. "The gentry of Shatin country association, along 
with Shatin district legislators and the officials of the administration, following the 
traditional custom, go to Che Kung Temple on the second day ofLunar New Year, 
which is also the birthday of Che Kung, to ask the fate of the district in the coming 
year by drawing bamboo sticks and praying for its prosperity." {Oriental Daily Jan. 
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29, 1990). However, people from other districts also go to Che Kung Temple 
during Lunar New Year. 
In history, Che Kung is a protection god specific to Shatin, an area of the 
New Territories. 
"According to the staff of the temple, Che Kung was a general in Song Dynasty, with 
Nan Chang in Jiangxi Province as his native place. Because o fh i s heroic merit, people 
worshipped him as a god after he died. In the late Ming Dynasty, there was a plague in 
Shatin that caused many people to die. The villagers in Shatin carried the tablet of Che 
Kung around the district, and the infection disappeared. To thank Che Kung for his 
help, the villagers collected funds to build the temple for Che Kung. Now, the temple 
has about three hundred years of history" {Oriental Daily Jan. 29, 1990). 
>* 
Going to Che Kung Temple originally was a practice specifically for Shatin 
residents. It was uncommon for the residents from other districts in Hong Kong 
to go to the temple. In the early 1980s，the worshipping of Che Kung was not 
popular in Hong Kong. This can be seen by the absence of discussion of the � 
birthday of Che Kung in the book Chinese Temple Festivals published in 1983, 
which presents "the major Chinese religious festivals celebrated in Hong Kong" 
(Modder 1983: 1). It was only at the end of the 1980s that going to Che Kung 
Temple became popular in Hong Kong. There were news reports on the large 
number of people visiting Che Kung Temple during the Lunar New Year in 1989: 
"on the third day of the first moon, Che Kung Temple in Shatin was crowded with 
an estimated one hundred thousand people." {Hwa Kiu Jih Po Feb. 9,1989). 
Shatin officials go to Che Kung Temple on the second day of the Lunar New 
Year not because of the New Year but because it is the birthday of Che Kung. 
However, under the influence of the mass media, people from other districts go to 
Che Kung Temple on the third day of the New Year, when is unsuitable for house 
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visits. Most of the visitors to Che Kung Temple during the Lunar New Year 
apparently do not know the historical tradition behind such custom, but think it is 
a custom widely practiced by Chinese. Another interesting finding is that more 
than a third of the visitors are youngsters in the age range from twenty to thirty. 
Most of these visitors come from Hong Kong Island and Kowloon. 
Some traditions are also created and promoted through advertising. Serving 
dumplings at the annual dinner is a ritual of Hokkien. The historical root of this 
ritual is not known, but it is practised by most Chinese in Hong Kong due to the 
promotional influence of a food manufacturer with dumplings as one of its 
products since the 1980s. The circular shape of the dumplings is said to 
symbolize the perfection and harmony of the family (Fong 1993: 40). "When I 
was young, there were no dumplings at the annual dinner. Only after w a t c h i n g � 
the advertisements for dumplings did my mother cook dumplings as a dish for the 
annual dinner," an informant recalled. 
Another tradition being promoted by mass media is praying at the old tree at 
Lam Tsuen. Lam Tsuen is a Hakka village in Tai Po, in the New Territories. 
During Lunar New Year, villagers hang joss paper on the tree to pray for good 
luck in the coming year. It is believed that if the joss paper can hang on the tree, 
the prayer is accepted and will come true. It was originally a tradition specific to 
the district, but after reports by the mass media, people from other districts also 
appeared to perform the ritual. Some companies also took advantage of the 
tradition, using it as a central theme in their Lunar New Year advertisements. In 
the advertisement of the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank released in Lunar New 
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Year since 1994, the old tree praying is used as a theme. However, the 
advertisement did not use the scene ofLam Tsuen, but used a scene with children 
who are wearing traditional Chinese costume, and are throwing joss paper. The 
advertisement attempted to give the feeling of Chinese culture in the Lunar New 
Year through this example. This shows that these regional traditions have been 
transformed into rituals representing Chinese culture as a whole. 
5. Lunar New Year - A Cultural Memory „ 
In Hong Kong, Lunar New Year is representative of Chinese culture. 
People tend to construct the festival in "pure" Chinese style. However, what is 
Chinese style has no definite answer. People are constructing Lunar New Year 
according to their cultural memory, but it is a cultural memory that is c o n s t a n t l y � 
changing. -
Indeed, the celebration ofLunar New Year is changing with each passing 
year. Customs and taboos associated with it have been reduced. More and 
more programs are created to celebrate the festival, orjust to create a festive 
atmosphere. Although the programs created are something new and may involve 
advanced technology, such as the fireworks display involving computer 
programming and laser beams, people still link it with Chinese culture and tend to 
assume it is linked to Chinese tradition with a long history. Such phenomenon 
can be understood through Hobsbawm and Ranger's idea of"The Invention of 
Tradition" (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992)，that some traditions are reinvented in a 
new form but given legitimacy through association with long historical root in 
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order to gain the consensus of the people. 
When Daniel first came to Hong Kong, he felt the festive atmosphere 
surrounding Lunar New Year was less than that on the Mainland, "because no 
fire-crackers are allowed," he said. Having been in Hong Kong for eight years, 
Daniel does not do most of the customs for Lunar New Year, although he still 
likes it, saying, "It may be a continuation of my feeling for the festival when I was 
young. When I was young, I was taught that Lunar New Year is a great festival 
from the joyful and rich celebrations that I liked very,much. Even though the 
festive atmosphere is less in Hong Kong, I still think it is a great festival and love 
it." 
Although people tend to simplify the celebration ofLunar New Year, it is 
still a big festival in their mind. One interviewee, Venus, who was bom and � 
grew up in Hong Kong, said, "Since I was bom, Lunar New Year was celebrated 
as a big festival. It's ajoyful transition for sending out of the old year and 
welcoming in the new one. It's also the beginning of good happenings. It may 
be affected by socialization when I was young, but I still think that Lunar New 
Year is important. I like Lunar New Year even though I don't do most o f the 
customs." 
While some people are simplifying their celebration ofLunar New Year, 
others are searching for traditions to incorporate into their New Year construction. 
“I learned the customs from my mother when I was young. Now, I leam it from 
my friends who are from different ethnic groups, such as Chiuchow, Shanhai and 
Taishan. There are lots of different New Year customs among the ethnic groups. 
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There isn't anyone who knows everything. We leam from each other. I told 
them what I know and the customs I did when I was young, and they told me their 
ways. I don't care if it's a custom from another ethnicity. It is also Chinese 
tradition," Mrs. Tang said. 
Lunar New Year is not only a time to play and to eat, but also a time for 
community. During interviews, it is common to hear my informants mention 
their senses of cultural identity. Mrs. Tang showed her pride in her knowledge of 
the customs, “I am Chinese, thus I know more about tJie traditional festivals." 
"Even though I'm Chinese, I know less about the customs ofLunar New Year," 
Gigi said with sadness during the interview. "Most of the origins of the customs 
I've learned from the television." 
Despite the fact that its influence may be declining to some degree, compared 
to Christmas, Lunar New Year seems more important in Hong Kong, and most 
people continue to perform many of its customs. Although no one can say what 
exactly is the "official" set of celebration for Lunar New Year, some rituals and 
taboos are fully accepted by Chinese living in Hong Kong. When people do 
these customs, their identity as Chinese is reinforced and the cultural value of 
Chinese culture is passed from people to people, and generation to generation. 
Celebrating Lunar New Year is not a time for fun only, but a responsibility for 
socialization which is an important agency for the survival of a culture - even 
though many of the traditions of that culture may be invented . For Christmas in 
Hong Kong, there is no definite set of celebrations, and its emphasis on 
individuality allows people more space for choosing their own preference as to 
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have to spend the festival; but this is not really the case for Chinese New Year. 
For Lunar New Year, individuals' behavior is believed to affect the family's 





Chapter 5 A Comparison of the Festivals 
Through the investigation of the construction of festivals, the attitudes of people 
towards their cultures is revealed. In Hong Kong, Christmas and Lunar New Year 
are two popular festivals. The former is an international festival which was 
introduced from Britain, and greatly affected by Westem culture. The latter is a 
Chinese festival which is believed to have passed from generation to generation 
among Chinese living in Hong Kong. The celebration of these two festivals 
represents how two different cultures exist in the cultural cosmopolis ofHong Kong. 
«» 
The construction of these two festivals illustrates how people interact these two 
f f 
cultures underlying, and illustrates the peaceful coexistence of these two cultures in 
Hong Kong. 
Superficially, the celebration of Christmas and Lunar New Year has become � 
more and more alike; during both of them, people go shopping, watch movies in 
cinema, kill time singing karaoke and dancing in a disco; those are the most popular 
activities people do in both leisure and festive time. The distinction of different 
festivals seems to be less specific than in the past. However, different meanings are 
nonetheless still conveyed in different festivals through their differences in 
celebration. 
1. Unspecification of Festivities 
From the cases ofLunar New Year and Christmas in Hong Kong, superficially 
there is a trend that the celebration of these two festivals is becoming increasingly 
similar. Over time, the characteristics which make the celebration of each festival 
unique are becoming less pronounced. Consumerism has become the main program 
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of the celebration for both Christmas and Lunar New Year. Although stores are 
closed during Lunar New Year, the consumption is done before the New Year's Day. 
Indeed, consumption is not only a practice for festivals but also the practice for any 
public holiday. Due to economic growth and the worldwide spread of capitalism, 
consumption is inevitably promoted to encourage people to buy products. People are 
encouraged to buy festive products instead of making the products by themselves. 
This is true for both Christmas and Lunar New Year. For Christmas, various kinds 
of Christmas buffet and dinner are provided by hotels and restaurant, many kinds of 
I* 
Christmas cards can be bought from book stores, and numerous Christmas gifts can be 
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chosen from department stores, to make the construction of Christmas easier, more 
convenient and more efficient. For Lunar New Year, more and more traditional 
cultural products for the celebration are being produced by factories rather than made 
� 
at home. The lucky words {fai cheun 揮春)are now printed and bought in stores, 
rather than written by hand. The Lunar New Year food, such as radish cake, taro 
cake, New Year's cake, happy puddings, and sweet dumplings, can be bought in 
supermarkets, cake shops, and restaurants. Fewer and fewer housewives make these 
New Year foods by themselves at home. 
Aside from buying products, people are encouraged to consume services as well. 
The popular culture ofHong Kong is largely related to consumption; and watching 
movies, singing in karaoke boxes, and having feasts are the most welcome 
programmes in festivals and during holidays. In Hong Kong, the film industry is 
quite well developed. There are midnight shows for both Christmas and the Lunar 
New Year, in every sizable Hong Kong cinema. The theme of the film may or may 
not be related to the festivals. However, the movie production companies usually 
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produce films with themes related to the festivals, in order to give a part in the 
construction of the festivals. Holiday-related films, are one of the elements to attract 
audiences to the theaters. It is the American movie production companies that make 
Christmas-related films, and most of the Lunar New Year films are made by the Hong 
Kong local movie industry. This example too shows how in the celebration of 
festivals in Hong Kong two or more cultural traditions exist in one place. The most 
interesting point is that people can clearly distinguish and fully accept these two 
different cultural traditions in the limited time frame of the two months from 
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December, the time of Christmas, to February, the time of the lunar New Year. 
2. Meaning for Festivals 
Before the celebration, people's construction of festivals are largely affected 
� 
by their own past experience and the public construction by large institutions, such as 
the Hong Kong government, the business sectors, and the mass media. While these 
institutions are constructing the meaning of festivals, public symbols regarding the 
festivals are created and recreated related to the institutions' own interest. The 
festival today, is not the same as that in the past because it is reshaped by the agents 
involved. This is happening more with Christmas than with Chinese New Year 
because Christmas is an introduced festival that no long historical tradition can be 
follow. But for Chinese New Year, sets of rituals and tabools are passing from 
generation to generation which tells people how the festival should be celebrated. 
Therefore, individuals' own choice for reshaping Chinese New Year is less than that 
for Christmas. 
In Hong Kong, Christmas and Lunar New Year are two festivals with very 
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different meanings. Although both festivals are celebrated with great popularity 
today, their cultural implications are not the same. Christmas is an international 
festival introduced from the United Kingdom and greatly affected by American 
hegemony. Today, Christmas is a welcome celebration in Hong Kong, which is 
characterized by consumerism. Despite the fact that Lunar New Year too is today 
immersed in consumerism, Lunar New Year has very different meaning from 
Christmas. It is a traditional Chinese festival. Through the celebration of Lunar 
New Year, traditional Chinese customs are retained and the identity ofbeing Chinese 
1» 
is reinforced. Despite the fact that most of the New Year customs are simplified, the 
f f 
importance of this festival has not diminished. This can be shown by the unofficial 
holidays set for the festival. Officially, there are three holidays for Lunar New Year 
from the New Year Day to the third day of the New Year. However, most firais give 
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more than a week for the New Year holiday. Aside from this, the customs remaining 
show the fundamental elements of Chinese culture. For instance, the yearly 
cleansing has the meaning of sweeping the old and bad luck away and welcoming new 
good fortune. The home visit refreshes the social relationship among kin which is 
important in Chinese culture. Giving lucky money illustrates the concem with 
seniority, thought to be characteristic of Chinese culture. 
The meanings underlying the celebration of Christmas and Lunar New Year are 
quite opposite; whereas Christmas in Hong Kong seems to emphasize equality and 
individuality, the Lunar New Year seems to stress hierarchy and family as a group. 
This can be seen from the different celebration of these two festivals. For Christmas, 
the social contact between individuals is emphsized. Sending Christmas cards, going 
parties, attending masses requires individuals's participation. But for the Lunar New 
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Year, hierarchy and family are stressed in the ritual of the family annual dinner, New 
Year offerings for ancestors, the ranking ofhome visit and the giving of leih sih. All 
of these rituals need the participation of the family; and the regulations for home visit 
and giving leih sih tells people the importance of seniority in family and among kin. 
The celebration of these festivals are communicating quite different messages to the 
members of society but without obvious clash. The festive celebration makes two 
different cultural traditions pass from generation to generation, and makes Hong Kong 
a special cultural zone with the dual existence of two cultures. 
It 
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3. Cultural Imagination 
The construction of these festivals is greatly affected by people's perception of 
the culture signified by the two festivals. People have an idea of how they think the 
� 
festival should be constructed. They then try to make their ideas into reality. Their 
ideas have a starting point, such as others' construction of the festival and their past 
experience of the festival. However, sometime it is not easy to make the 
construction of festivals that they seek, due to the influence of the external 
environment. 
Christmas - A Foreign Festival 
Although Christmas has been celebrated for over a hundred years in Hong Kong, 
it is still a foreign festival in people's mind. Such thinking is shown by the choice of 
celebration for Christmas. The celebration for Christmas in Hong Kong is not only 
borrowed from Britain, but also from other westem countries. The synthesis of 
celebration for Christmas is the result ofbusiness sectors' introduction and people's 
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own choice. Business sectors introduce festive commodities from different cultures 
to encourage consumption. The consumers have the right to accept or refuse these 
different commodities. This introducing and choosing process does not happen at 
one time, but repeats again and again, makes the celebration for Christmas more and 
more flourishing. Although the choice making depends on consumers' preference, it 
may also be affected by the construction of the festival in consumers' minds. That is， 
how people think the festival should be influences people to accept or refuse a new 
festive product. I found that people in Hong Kong tend to choose something 
I* 
different from what they already have for Christmas, such as turkey and Christmas 
A 
trees. 
In Hong Kong, people think Christmas is a foreign festival, so they choose 
something foreign for the festival. Christmas tree is an example. The nature of 
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Christmas tree is quite different from the plants for Chinese festivals. The Christmas 
tree do not have blossoms. However, blossoming flowers and fruits means 
prosperity in Chinese culture. Besides, people in Hong Kong can accept Christmas 
trees which are made of plastic. But for Chinese festivals, only living plants are 
welcomed which represents life. But why do people in Hong Kong accept a plastic 
tree for Christmas rather than for Chinese festivals? One reason is that Christmas is 
a foreign festival, and the rules and taboos for Chinese festivals are not valid for 
Christmas. Another reason is that Christmas, compared to Chinese festivals, is not 
so important in Hong Kong people's minds. 
Compared to Lunar New Year, Christmas is less important in Hong Kong. This 
can be supported by the amount of money spent on Christmas and Lunar New Year. 
In Hong Kong, people tend to spend more money on Lunar New Year rather than on 
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Christmas. At Lunar New Year, people spend money for luxury goods such as dried 
sea food for annual dinner, lucky money, and house decoration. All of these items 
are essential for the celebration of Lunar New Year. But for Christmas in Hong 
Kong, many things can be omitted, such as turkey, gifts, and gatherings. You can 
choose to spend Christmas at a church byjoining mass with other people, at home 
with your family watching television or listening to the radio. Also, you can spend 
the festival without celebration, doing what you do on usual days, such as reading a 
novel, listening to pop songs, watching a video, or going to bed early. Because of 
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the lack o f a fixed celebration for Christmas, people in Hong Kong have more 
r 
freedom to choose different ways to spend their festive time, and no one can challenge 
their choice for Christmas. But for Lunar New Year, you have to spend the festival 
with other people. So, you must follow the tradition to celebrate the festival. 
% 
Lunar New Year-A Traditional Festival 
As the society changes, some Chinese Lunar New Year customs have been 
abandoned, such as jeh jou (giving thanks to the Kitchen God) and maaih laahn 
(selling laziness). These customs no longer are practiced by people because their 
themes are no longer accepted in contemporary society. For example, people think 
that jeh jou is giving not thanks but a bribe because they give offerings for the.Kitchen 
God's good recommendation in heaven. People think that children going out at New 
Year Eve to maaih laahn to gain a long life for their parents is a kind of superstition 
ahd not scientific. 
Nevertheless, some young people feel upset that they know little about these 
customs, and some middle-aged and elderly have the same feeling about the vanishing 
of Chinese customs. In the 1990s，many people search for something Chinese to 
113 
reinforce their cultural identity under the influence of mass media. It is hard to know 
the extent to which it is the mass media arousing Hong Kong people's search for 
cultural identity, or, on the other hand, the mass media supplying the information to 
satisfy people's demand. In any case, the intimate relationship between Hong Kong 
and China in economic development, as well as the return ofHong Kong to Chinese 
sovereignty in 1997 is one of the important factors encouraging Hong Kong people to 
know more about Chinese culture. 
From the mass media, people get information about and follow other Chinese 
“ 
celebrations for the Lunar New Year. For instance, as I earlier discussed, people 
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increasingly go to Che Kung Temple in Shatin on the Second Day ofLunar New Year, 
as the mass media reported on it. From a survey of Che Kung Temple by a group of 
students at the University of Hong Kong, more youngsters went to this temple on 
� 
Lunar New Year than the middle-aged women. They are not believers of this god. 
Most of them went there to get their fortune told, and some thought it's a custom or 
program done at the Lunar New Year. 
Another example is the wishing tree in a village of Hakka (客家)，Lam Tsuen, in 
Taipo. After reporting by the mass media, people living on Hong Kong island 
went there to make a wish. It's not because they believe the supernatural power of 
the tree, but because they believe they are expressing Chinese cultural tradition. In 
this case, we can conclude that Chinese in Hong Kong's search for celebration for the 
Lunar New Year is largely based on cultural imagination. People search for 
"Chinese cultural tradition" to meet their construction of the festival. As society 
becomes more urbanized, fewer Chinese customs are practiced in Lunar New Year, 
and thus residents look for something Chinese to meet their construction ofthis 
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Chinese festival. In people's minds, the villages is associated with traditional 
Chinese customs. Thus, people in the city rush to villages to search for something to 
incorporate in their construction ofLunar New Year. 
In the process of searching for tradition, customs from different ethnic groups are 
linked with Chinese identification. People in Hong Kong leam how to create the 
Lunar New Year in a Chinese way from one another. Many of the people I 
interviewed shared their experiences and practices of Lunar New Year. For them, 
their practices represent their closeness to Chinese cultural identity, even i f the 
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customs may come from another ethnic group. 
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The boundary between ethnic identity in terms of cultural products thus becomes 
vague. In the reports written by year one students of anthropology last year, foods 
served for the annual family meal in the last day of the year {tuen nin fan 團年飯)， 
� 
different ethnic groups have similar menus. On the other hand, even people who 
have the same ethnic identity may perform customs differently. One day in MTR, 
three youngsters were discussing the dumplings {tongyuen 湯九)served in Lunar 
New Year. Two of them are Cantonese but they have dumplings in different way. 
One has dumplings in the annual family meal while the other has it on the fifteenth of 
the first month {yuen siu 元宵).Thei r friend，a Shanghaiese, has dumplings in the 
annual family meal also. It makes them confused that people from different ethnic 
traditions have the same custom but people in the same ethnic group have different 
customs. 
Chinese culture is a complex whole which is composed of different ethnic 
cultures and regional cultures. Barbara Ward (1985), an anthropologist, uses three 
conscious models, the "immediate model", the "ideological model", and the "internal 
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observers' model" to explain how Chinese live under the tension between the 
differences they have with other Chinese. The models illustrate the mechanism of 
how people distinguish themselves from others but gain recognition from others at the 
same time. According to Ward's conceptions, the 'immediate model’ is people's 
own notion oftheir own social and cultural system; the 'ideological model，is 
people's version of what they believe to have been the traditional literati system; and 
the 'internal observers' model’ is the various models people have constructed of the 
socio-cultural arrangements of other Chinese groups (Ward 1985:59). Using this 
t> 
three conscious models proposed by Barbara Ward, Hong Kong Chinese tend to 
f f 
lessen the gap between the "ideological model" and the "internal observers' model". 
In searching for Chinese cultural identity, people expand regional cultural customs, to 
see them as representing Chinese culture as a whole, no matter which ethnicity or 
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region such custom may belong to. There are various cultures in China, but one 
orthodox Chinese culture does not exist. Some people use the culture of literati as 
the orthodox version of Chinese culture. However, the culture of literati changed as 
dynasties changed in the course of history. To the people living in cities, rituals done 
in villages are believed to be more traditional, since villages are more conservative. 
Therefore, in searching for Chinese identity, people may try to incorporate the 
traditions from other people, since their own traditions have been lost. To them, any 
ethnic culture and regional culture in China can be representative of Chinese culture. 
In Hong Kong, people have Chinese cultural identification, but an identification 
that rests on the basis of cultural imagination. The concept ofbeing a Chinese is 
learned from socialization, but to create this identity is a life-long process. The 
cultural identification is a variable that has considerable influence in affecting the 
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negotiation between the public and the individual's construction of festivals. This 
concept of cultural identity is passed from generation to generation, and is fluid 
without absolute content. Just like the construction of festivals, the content of 
cultural identity too changes through negotiation and transmission. 
4. Festivals as Social Process 
In festivals, people are to some extent forced to pass a period of time in a certain 
way and do a set of rituals in a certain way or behave in a certain way. By doing 
“ 
these, people leam the culture of the community. They leamt both the practice and 
f f 
the explanation underlying. Festivals are one of the paths for learning culture in 
ordinary life. Therefore, anthropologists tend to say that festivals are a window for 
studying culture. However, the construction of festivals is a two-way path. That is, 
% 
people are socialized in festivals and construct festivals at the same time. Therefore, 
I prefer to understand festivals as social process. The construction of festivals 
require the participation of people. Without the participation of people, the festivals 
may vanish. Also, people have a certain degree of freedom to make changes. They 
can choose to do and not to do a certain set of customs or rituals for the celebration of 
festivals. Thus, the content of festivals can be changed from person to person, as 
well a's from time to time. For example, Christmas was only celebrated by -
Westerners in Hong Kong in the 1840s but today it is a popular festival celebrated by 
most of the citizens in Hong Kong. No special event regarding Christmas in 
particular occurred to make this change. Actually, the celebration of Christmas and 
its construction in people's mind are changing with the influence ofother aspects of 
the society, such as economic development, political change, and change in the 
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education system. 
However, these changes cannot be understood with an eye merely on a single 
community. As the contact between different societies and cultures increases, 
change in a society is greatly affected by other societies. In the contacting process, 
selection is carried out. Not all practices and commodities from a society are totally 
accepted by another society. Certainly, the discrepancy of power between societies 
affects the position of the giver and the receiver. But who has the power to choose 
and to refuse? In my opinion, everyone who participates in the culture has a certain 
M 
degree of power, and of freedom to choose, although that freedom and power may be 
r 
limited by the freedom and power of the people around them. For instance, a 
businessman has the power to introduce certain Westem Christmas commodities to 
Hong Kong, but the sales of these commodities will very much affect his future 
% 
choices. The sale of these commodities greatly depends on others，individual 
choices. Although some people may be more influential than others, such as the 
people working in mass media, people can still basically make their own choice to a 
degree. In sum, everyone in society has their own shaping of their culture, and are 
notjust shaped by that culture. 
5. Festivals as Pools for Constructing Identity 
People not only construct festivals; also their own cultural identity is being 
constructed through the celebration of festivals. In Hong Kong, both Westem and 
Chinese festivals are celebrated. By celebrating certain festivals and ignoring other 
festivals, the identity of a person is constructed. Certainly, people's choice of 
festivals may not only be affected by the division of festivals as Westem and Chinese. 
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People's choice may also be affected by their own religious background and the 
cultural meanings of the festivals. However, every little choice of an individual 
serves to construct his or her cultural identity. When one makes his or her choice, 
one may not be conscious that his or her identity is being constructed. Only when 
two choices are in conflict may people become to some degree conscious that they are 
being shaped culturally, and shaping themselves culturally. For example, the 
Christian evangelist I earlier mentioned said he does not give leih sih because he 
doesn't want to let the youngsters have a thought of gain without work. Clearly he 
1» 
has an interpretation of giving leih sih that is different from the commonly held 
y 
meaning embedded in the ritual. As the examples show, festivals and identity are in 
a close interdependent relation, shaping and reshaping one another. 
Since the celebration of festivals conveys meaning, it is a good way to socialize 
% 
members of the group. Also, through participating in the celebration, the cultural 
identity of the participants may be reinforced. In my interviews on Lunar New Year, 
some people said that the television advertisements made the festive atmosphere, but 
others thought that the advertisements were merely boring. People may have their 
own preferences concerning festivals, but their preference themselves construct their 
cultural identity. 
Ih Hong Kong, Christmas represents new and Westem culture while Lun^- New 
Year means old Chinese tradition. In the conversation of informants, they often 
discuss their cultural identity in the discussion of these two festivals. "I 'm a Chinese. 
I know more about traditional festivals," a housewife in her fifties said. For the 
young person who was upset for her loss of traditional knowledge, "as a Chinese, I 
know little about Lunar New Year." Although no Chinese in Hong Kong will say 
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they are Westerners even they like to celebrate Christmas rather than Chinese New 
Year, it tums out that some of these who are most enthusiastic about Christmas prefer 
to construct their identity as Hongkongers rather than as Chinese. It is because 
Hongkongers is an identity apart from Chinese, the people living in the mainland. 
Hong Kong culture as earlier pointed out is a synthesis of traditional Chinese culture 
and elements from Westem culture. 
In Hong Kong, sometimes one's cultural identity may be in conflict because of 
the opposite value conveyed by Chinese and Westem culture, such as like the 
II 
religious value placed on ancestors in Chinese culture and the Christian God of the , 
West. Some Christians in Hong Kong contest their identity between their Chinese 
root and their Westem religion. Ivy, a Christian said, "I 'm a Christian. Christmas 
should be more important to me. However, I like Lunar New Year more. I don't 
know why it is so." Here, Ivy is expressing that because she is a Chinese, she 
identifies more with Chinese culture than with Christian religious ideas; but she feels 
uneasy then, because by her religion, this is not how she should feel. 
In conclusion, people in Hong Kong construct festivals as well as their identity 
o 
between the two main cultural forces, Chinese and Westem . However, it is 
impossible to make a definite answer for the proportion of these two cultural forces in 
the construction of Hong Kong people's cultural identity and even what these terms 
"Chinese" and "Western" mean is problematic. 
And the change of sovereignty o fHong Kong from Britain to China in 1997，the 
construction o fHong Kong people's identity may shift under the influence of the 
8 "Chinese" and "Western" are not obvious places, but constructions. Westem culture does not equal 
to real cultures in the West, but the Hong Kong imagination of what the West is. 
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government of this special administrative region. Most of my informant thought 
there would be no difference in the celebration of festivals after 1997. However, in 
the Lunar New Year in 1997, more Chinese cultural value were conveyed through 
mass media by the coming administrive head, Tung Chee-hwa. People's cultural 
identity in Hong Kong and their construction of festivals may change under such 
influence. Nevertheless, at this moment, Hong Kong culture remains as a synthesis 
ofboth Chinese and Westem culture, making a ground for people to construct their 
own cultural identity and their own festivals apart from those in China and in Westem 
II 
countries. Christmas and Lunar New Year, the two most important festivals in Hong 
r 
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